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CHAPTER 1
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It takes me two whole seconds to drag myself away from the NASA-certified titanium rocket ship type contraption I've somehow ended up with in the middle of the prairie, like Dorothy touched us down here along with her, after the door snicks shut.

Boy, do I wish I could take those two seconds back. So as then I'd have two more seconds to feast my eyes on⁠—

"Heather," Miss Delectable Redhead says, sticking out a hand. "You must be Mike."

"I–I am?" I stutter. Jeez Mike. Sound like teenager much? "Yeah, well, yeah, I am."

I am.

Mike Gerstalt, man of Milltown. Brand new owner of the Milltown Café, complete with an oversized italian espresso maker that seems to think it is a supermodel– the contraption I was wrestling with when this Miss Heather walked in– and too many roasts of coffee and not enough hands or help–

"Don't much look like the coffee shop type," she says twirling a ribbon of red hair.

"And just what does a coffee shop type look like, now?"

"Well," she starts, and then stops, like she's pausing to think about it.

Like maybe I gave the wrong answer somehow, which is honestly totally possible seeing as how most of my moves with attractive young ladies happen in my head as I'm reading one of them unconventional romances– you know what I'm talking about.

"I guess," she's saying, "I guess if I had to think about it I'd think a coffee shop owner– one owning a fancy Eye-talian kinda coffee shop– would be wearing pair of glasses or some such. Them little wire rimmed things? And maybe a soul patch kinda beard thing. Flannel all tucked in."

Her voice is all breathy as she says all of this, hot and flustered and like maybe she's hoping for a coffee shop owner who looked like that description although, if she ran into him I'm not sure she'd be able to keep together, not with how her voice went all thin and ready. But when I look back up at her, expecting flushed cheeks and softly parted lips, or maybe, a little damp trickle by her hairline, she's just all cool and calm as a cucumber.

Cool and calm as a cucumber and like a glass of sunshine on a rainy day and a tequila sunrise at dawn, and I don't know how many other metaphors I can roll out here to try and capture what she's like but let me tell you– she looks like a slice of birthday cake ready for me to eat up, Jessica Rabbit meets Sadie Sink, red hair, body that just won't quit.

And meanwhile here I am, Mike, pushing 40, no wire rim glasses or soul patch in sight even if I have gotten myself into quite the shape lately if I do say so myself. Those unconventional romances for men can be a hell of an inspiration, let me tell you.

"And instead I look like?" I ask. Can't help myself.

She looks up at me from under her eyelashes in that kind of way—you know the way I mean, the one that just makes you think of a woman down on her knees⁠—

"Like a Zaddy."

A Zaddy? What even is a Zaddy?

I said that most of my interaction with ladies these days comes in the form of my right hand and my left brain, and that's true– but not completely. See, I've been on a tour of coffee shops, trying to figure out how to set up mine. And let me tell you, coffee shop ladies are something else. I mean after I got my fill of looking –well, some nice ones, Mabel, and Susie and Shondra– they took me in hand. Both hands.

So I don't think I look like an aging old geezer Daddy right about now. I'm not some 50 plus tech bro finance bro I don't know what corporate America bro who's escaped the rat race to buy a coffee shop like you might find in one of my nighty-night books. You know how it goes, the guy puts up a help wanted sign and next thing you know streams of young women are wandering in, just dropping to their knees to unzip his zipper, unbutton his fly, untie his drawstring, unknot– oh jeez, Mike, cut to it– you know what I mean, drag his cock down and swallow it whole and call it dinner. Except, not like eating it, like, like, giving head like a born natural, like it's the only thing they've ever wanted to do and the man shooting massive loads even though he's gotta be low on the old T just given his age and all, and cum everywhere, fun had by all.

And then on the other hand, I coulda misheard her and she could mean like, a Dad, like I gotta dad bod– a little bit, still, despite the work outs– and she's either looking for a savior figure or sees me as distinctly NON SEXUAL, cause spare tires are not sexy.

I shake my head quickly, doing my best to rewind myself to a sensible conversational starting point.

"So what brings you in this fine morning, Miss Heather?"

And wouldn't you know it, Miss Heather is here looking for a job.

She worked for a year at a Starbucks before taking off to gallivanting all around the world, says she sipped kawaffe in Ethiopia steamed milk in Milan.

Not sure what exactly she's doing here in Milltown but by the time she gets to the point of asking me what hours are available I'm sort of lost, deep in a fantasy of me warming her breast– big ole knockers that I can't keep my eyes off as she bends over, filling in the job application form.

First warming up one heavy globe with my hand, like a nice little massage, then the other, then licking, nibbling at one, then the other, and then sucking sucking sucking, so hard that milk forms in my mouth, so hard that I pull off and squeeze her fresh juice into a steaming cup of espresso, ready to turn it into an Americano.

Make it a Heathericano.

Jesus, Mike.

"Whatever days of the week you want," I say. "They can be yours."

And then she looks at me again, a sly kinda look, and says, "Mabel said you'd say something like that."

Mabel.

Okay so let me back up and tell you some more about what's been going on lately for me. I might not be one of those 60 year old douchebros but I did take myself off on my own coffee trip– not as exotic as Heather's, but hey, I made it all the way to Orange County LA, which let me tell you, is pretty far away from Milltown. Had the most delicious Banana burnt caramel espresso, which hopefully I can get Miss Heather to replicate for us, as soon as she starts– lord knows I've got my Hands Filled with Cicciolina, which is what I'm naming my Maserati, I've decided. And the maserati is the espresso machine, not a car. Unfortunately or maybe fortunately.

Anyway I started out on this coffee house tour– long story for another day– and I was 40 pounds overweight, nothing but me and my kindle full of erotica unconventional romance mens' harem whatever we're calling it today. But the coffee sure helped me burn off some calories and then maybe whacking off burned a few more. And there was nothing to do at night alone in a new town day after day so I went to the hotel gym; lost a few that way. By the time I made it out to California– I was looking better. And I'd had 3 months of practising lines from the porno books, that helped too, learned which worked and which didn't, well enough that by the time I got Oxnard and rolled in Mabel's Triple X coffee, when she said something about your place or mine, I said mine baby, all the way, and I actually managed to bring her home that night, got her on her knees sucking me and then I repaid the treat, licking at her sweet cream till she screamed my name before I stuck it in her, hard, slamming away to my hearts content, surprising us both when she up and started clenching around me, coming for a second time.

And after Mabel there was Susie, who told me I had to put out first (meaning, make her come), taught me to go slow on the nipples, got me to buy some nice quarter zips instead of my magnum PI hawaiian shirt outfits, buh bye dad jeans. Inspired me to move back here with a clutch of recipes I can't understand and open my own place, if I'm being honest. Both ladies did. And I'll thank them forever for that. Gives me something to do while I figure out what I’m doing with the rest of my life. Making coffee and remembering ladies, I mean. Keeping it 100, you know.


CHAPTER 2
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There's something about a well-tuned machine that just gets me going.

Not like that. Well. Okay, maybe a little like that.

I’veg ot the maserati at work, but here at home, in my garage, it’s my Ducati Monster who gets the lady of the house treatment. Long strokes along the chrome with my nicest old rag, slow and even, I got nowhere else to be, baby, you're my whole afternoon.

She's a 2019. Cherry red. The last big purchase I let myself make before I decided I was done with all that.

I justified Cicciolina back at the shop — my espresso machine, the one that thinks she's a NASA spacecraft — as a business expense but the Ducati- heck, she’s a pure mid-life crisis expense. I remember standing in that dealership, credit card in hand, thinking this is it, Mike, this is the last one, you gotta stop somewhere.

So I stopped.

Which means this bike's gotta last me. Forever, maybe. Or at least until I figure out what the hell else I'm supposed to do with— well. That's a thought for another day.

Right now it's just me and her, and the way the afternoon light catches the curve of her tank, all that Italian engineering packed into a shape that makes you want to run your hands over it just to feel the lines. Aerodynamic. Functional. Beautiful in a way that's got nothing to do with trying to be beautiful and everything to do with being exactly what she's supposed to be.

Kinda like Cicciolina, actually. Both Italian. Both high-maintenance in that way where if you take care of them right, they take care of you. Both the kind of thing where you learn all their little quirks — the way the Ducati likes to be warmed up slow on cold mornings, the way Cicciolina throws a fit if you don't descale her on schedule.

Kinda like a woman, I guess. Good ones, anyway. Got their own rhythms. Their own needs. You pay attention, you put in the work, and they'll⁠—

Okay, Mike, rein it in. You're literally just polishing a motorcycle right now.

But that's the thing, isn't it? Everything starts bleeding together when you've been reading the kind of books I've been reading and living the kind of dry spell I was living before Mabel and Susie showed me the light. Now I see curves everywhere. Metaphors everywhere. The throttle grip feels like— no. Nope.

I take a step back to admire my work beforeI start dry humping things.

She gleams. She's ready. She's mine, and I'm gonna take care of her until one of us gives out, and it's not gonna be me.

That's the deal I made with myself. No more acquiring. Just... maintaining. Appreciating what I've got.

It's a good philosophy.

It's a great philosophy.

It's also, according to my buddy Joe, "the dumbest thing I ever heard.”

Joe. Shit. Here I am getting all soppy over machines and Joe's supposed to be here in 5 minutes or less for me to help him learn how to ride.
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"You think I need lessons in riding, REALLY? Let me tell you, Carly and Tia and Alison— last tonight they all got rode if you know what I mean.”

Yeah, Joe's got himself something of a harem type situation.

"Different kind of riding," I say, handing him the helmet. "This one'll kill you if you do it wrong."

"So will the other kind, Mikey. You ever had a woman wrap her thighs around your head so tight you see stars? I'm talking real stars. Like, astronomical stars. Little white dots, whole universe opening up, and you're thinking, this is it, this is how I go, death by pussy, and what a way to⁠—"

"Helmet, Joe."

He takes it, still grinning, turns it over in his hands like he's never seen one before. Which, knowing Joe, maybe he hasn't. Man drives a pickup truck older than both of us and treats speed limits like suggestions.

"Seems kinda small."

"It's not small, your head's just big."

"That's what she said."

"That doesn't even—" I stop myself. No point. "Just put it on."

He does, and immediately looks like a bobblehead. One of those dashboard ones that wobbles every time you hit a bump. I shouldn't laugh but I do, and he flips me off through the visor, which only makes it funnier.

"Okay," I say, once I've got myself together. "Swing your leg over. Like you're getting on a horse."

"Now that I can do."

He swings his leg over, and I'll give him this — the man's got confidence. The kind of confidence that comes from having four women who think he hung the moon, or at least, hung something worth writing home about. I watched Joe change after he came into his money — inherited a bunch of paper from his uncle, that's what he tells people — and mostly it was for the better. Looser. Happier. Like he finally had permission to be the guy he always was underneath all the prior struggling.

It's a fear I got, if I'm being honest. That my money did the opposite to me. Made me tighter. More worried. More⁠—

"Now what?" Joe says, bouncing a little on the seat like a kid on a pony ride.

"Clutch is on your left. Brake on your right. Throttle⁠—"

"Yeah yeah yeah, I got it, twist and go, right?"

"Joe, no, wait⁠—"

He twists.

The Ducati lurches forward like a startled cat and Joe goes with her, yelping, somehow managing to squeeze the brake at the last second so the whole thing jerks to a stop and he almost goes over the handlebars. Almost. Catches himself with his feet, both of them planted on the concrete, the bike tilted at an angle that makes my stomach clench.

"WHOOO!" Joe hollers. "That's got some KICK to her!"

"You almost died."

"Nah." He waves a hand. "That wasn't almost dying. Almost dying is when Tia found out about Shelby and I had to explain the whole arrangement real fast before she got to the kitchen knives. That was almost dying. This is just— what do you call it— a learning curve."

"A learning curve."

"Yeah, Mikey, a learning curve. You know I'm a fast learner. Ask any of my girls, they'll tell you, I pick things up real quick." He waggles his eyebrows at me through the visor. "Especially when I'm motivated."

I pinch the bridge of my nose.

Here's the thing about Joe. I spent— okay, I'm not gonna say how much I spent on this bike. Or on the lessons I took back in California, from a guy named Ricky who had forearms like tree trunks and zero patience for bullshit. Ricky made me practice clutch control for three hours before he even let me leave the parking lot. Three hours. And I paid for that privilege. Good money. Money I now feel sort of weird about because what kind of guy drops a small fortune just to look cool on a motorcycle?

This kind of guy, apparently.

But Joe — Joe's just gonna hop on and figure it out, same way he figures everything out, through sheer force of personality and the bone-deep belief that the universe wants him to succeed.

Must be nice.

"Okay," I say. "Let's try again. Slower this time. Ease into the throttle. Ease."

"I know what ease means, Mikey."

"Do you?"

"I ease into things all the time. Just last night I eased into⁠—"

"THROTTLE, Joe. Ease into the THROTTLE."

He eases. Kind of. The bike moves forward, wobbly, Joe's legs still out like training wheels, and for about ten feet I think we're gonna make it. I think he's actually gonna⁠—

The front wheel catches a crack in the driveway. Wobbles. Joe overcorrects, jerks the handlebars, and the whole thing goes sideways in slow motion while Joe bails off, landing on his ass in my lawn.

The Ducati, thank Christ, stays upright. Barely.

"I'm good!" Joe announces from the ground. "That was on purpose!"

"It was not on purpose."

"It was a tactical dismount."

I'm laughing now. Can't help it. Laughing so hard my ribs hurt, and Joe's laughing too, flat on his back in the grass, helmet still on, looking up at the sky like he's having the time of his life.

And you know what? Maybe I am too.

This is the most relaxed I've been in— I don't know how long. Months? Since before I started counting zeros and worrying about what they meant. Since before I started lying awake wondering if I was turning into a different person, a worse person, the kind of person who⁠—

"One more time," Joe says, hauling himself up. "I almost had it."

"You did not almost have it."

"Third time's the charm, Mikey. That's science."

"That's not science."

"It's sex science. Everything good comes in threes. Trust me on this one."

I do not trust him on this one. But I help him get back on anyway, because that's what friends are for, and also because watching Joe fail at something is genuinely the best entertainment I've had in weeks.
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Third time is not, in fact, the charm.

Third time is Joe getting about twenty feet down the driveway before panicking at a squirrel, squeezing both brakes at once, and somehow ending up with the Ducati between his legs pointed the complete wrong direction while he stands there, feet planted, breathing hard.

"Okay," he says. "Okay. I think maybe this isn't my thing."

"You think?"

"I think—" He swings off the bike, hands it back to me like it's a misbehaving dog. "I think maybe we do something more my speed. You know. Truck-based."

"Truck-based."

"Yeah, Mikey. Four wheels. Combustion engine. The way God intended man to travel." He's already pulling off the helmet, hair sticking up in six directions. "Besides, I wanna show you something."
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Joe's truck smells like hay and motor oil and something floral that's gotta be one of the girls' perfume, still clinging to the bench seat. We're rattling down Route 9, windows cracked, Joe talking with one hand on the wheel and the other gesturing at the landscape like he's conducting an orchestra.

"See, the thing is," he's saying, "I been thinking about this land out past the old mill. You know the spot?"

I know the spot. Everybody knows the spot. Used to be a textile factory back in the day, then a plastics plant, then nothing. Just sits there now, fenced off, warning signs about contamination.

"Brownfield," I say.

"Brownfield," Joe agrees. "But here's the thing, Mikey. It don't gotta stay that way."

We pull off onto a dirt road, and then we're parked, and then we're walking, Joe leading me through a gap in the fence like he's done this a hundred times. Which, knowing Joe, he probably has.

The site's— rough. That's the nice way to put it. Cracked concrete, weeds pushing through, old foundation walls crumbling into themselves. There's a patch where nothing grows at all, just bare dirt, and I try not to think too hard about what's soaked into the soil there.

"I been talking to some people," Joe says. "About remediation. About maybe— cleaning this up, you know? Making it into something."

"Housing?"

"That's what they want. Developers. More units, more dot-commers moving out from the city, more—" He waves his hand. "More everything. Town's already changing too fast, you ask me."

I didn't ask him, but Joe's never needed an invitation to share his opinions.

"So I got this other idea," he says. "Wild idea. You know how Carly's been watching all that British television?"

"I did not know that."

"Oh yeah. Addicted. All them shows about— get this— gardening. Men gardening. In their free time. For fun." He shakes his head like this is the most exotic thing he's ever heard. "And apparently there's this one guy, some kind of host, real popular with the ladies. Dad bod, messy hair, talks about mulch and women lose their minds."

"That's—"

"That's what I said! But Carly says he's a certified stud muffin. A gardening stud muffin. Gives a whole new meaning to rolling in the hay, am I right?"

"Joe—"

"Get it? Hay? Like hay fever? Because gardens have⁠—"

"I get it, Joe."

"Anyway." He gestures at the wasteland around us. "I'm thinking— what if instead of housing, we just... let it go wild? Regenerative meadow type thing. Wildflowers. Butterflies. Good for the bees. That's a thing now, right? Saving the bees?"

I look out at the dead patch of earth. The bare spot where nothing grows.

And I think about— no. Nope. Not going there. Not thinking about server farms and electricity bills and all those nights I spent watching hash rates climb while the planet⁠—

"You okay, Mikey? You got a look on your face."

"I'm fine."

"You sure? Because I'm trying to pitch you here, and you're staring at the dirt like it owes you money."

"Pitch me?"

"Yeah, man." Joe spreads his arms wide. "You're always talking about environmental this, carbon footprint that. Here's your chance to do something about it. Get involved. Throw some money at the problem. You got money, right?"

I do got money. That's the problem.

"I don't know, Joe."

"What's to know? Land's just sitting here. Poison in the ground. We could fix it. You could fix it."

But all I can think about is— Heather. Bending over that application form. The way Joe said rolling in the hay. The way he's always talking about Carly and Renee and Tia and Shelby like it's the most natural thing in the world, all those women, all that⁠—

"Think about it," Joe says, clapping me on the shoulder. "That's all I'm asking. Just think about it."

"Yeah," I say. "Yeah, I'll think about it."

I won't think about it. I'll think about red hair and what Miss Heather looks like under that apron and absolutely nothing else.

[image: ]



Joe drops me at the shop with a "Think about it, Mikey!" and a cloud of exhaust, and I wave him off, still not thinking about it, still thinking about⁠—

Heather.

She's behind the counter when I walk in. Must've opened up for me while I was gone. Good employee. Great employee. Employee of the month, every month, forever, because she's currently bent over the espresso machine— my espresso machine, my Cicciolina— doing something with the portafilter that should not be that sexy.

It's just tamping. I know it's just tamping. You pack the grounds down, nice and even, good firm pressure. Basic stuff.

But the way her wrist flicks. The way she leans into it, whole body behind the motion. The way she glances up at the gauge, licks her lower lip, adjusts her angle⁠—

I'm standing in the doorway of my own shop like a creep.

Move, Mike. Walk. Act normal.

I walk. I act normal. I sit down at the counter like a customer in my own establishment because I don't trust my legs to take me any further.

"Espresso?" Heather asks, not even looking up.

"Yeah. Sure. Espresso."

She pulls the shot. And I watch. Because what else am I gonna do?

The machine hisses, does that gurgle thing, and then the espresso starts coming out in this thick, slow drizzle, dark and glossy, like— like— I don't even have a metaphor. Like something I want in my mouth. There. That's the metaphor.

Heather slides the cup toward me. Our fingers brush.

"You want another?"

"What?"

"You drank that in one go." She's smiling now, that sly little smile from before. "Looked like you needed it."

I look down. The cup's empty. I don't remember drinking it.

"Yeah," I say. "Another. Please."

She makes another. This time I try to pay attention to the process, the technical aspects, the way the crema forms on top all golden and perfect— but she's doing this thing where she steams the milk with one hand and wipes down the counter with the other, and the multitasking shouldn't be hot but it is, everything she does is hot, I'm losing my entire mind.

"Latte this time," she says. "You look like you need to calm down."

"Do I?"

"You're all flushed, boss."

I am all flushed. I'm also, unfortunately, half hard under this counter, which is why I'm very grateful to be sitting down.

Okay. Okay, Mike. Think about this. Think about all the reasons this is a bad idea.

Don't shit where you eat. That's the big one. Classic for a reason. You hire a beautiful woman, you make a move, it goes south, now you've got a sexual harassment lawsuit and no barista and you're pulling your own shots forever because nobody else in Milltown knows how to work a La Marzocco knockoff with delusions of grandeur.

Don't dip your pen in the company ink. Same idea, different metaphor.

Don't get your honey where you get your money.

Don't fish off the company pier.

Joe's voice in my head: You think too much, Mikey. That's your problem. All them books rotted your brain. Sometimes you just gotta go for it.

But I don't go for it. That's not who I am. I'm the guy who reads about going for it and then thinks about going for it and then makes a pro/con list about going for it and then⁠—

"You okay over there?" Heather's leaning on the counter now, chin in her hand, looking at me like I'm a puzzle she's trying to solve. "You keep making faces."

"I'm fine."

"You sure? Because you've been staring at that latte for like two minutes."

I look down. Latte. Right. I pick it up. Take a sip. It's perfect. Of course it's perfect.

"Heather," I say.

"Mike," she says.

"You wanna— I mean, would you want to— sometime, maybe⁠—"

"Are you asking me out, boss?"

"No," I say. "Yes. Maybe. Nothing serious. Just— casual. If you're into that. No pressure. No strings. No— I mean, I'm not looking for— it would just be⁠—"

"Fuck buddies," she says, clear as day. "You're asking if I want to be fuck buddies."

"...Yes?"

She grins. Wide and wicked and absolutely devastating.

"Pick me up at eight."


CHAPTER 3
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“Pick her up at eight” of course turns into me showering for like, 45 minutes and then debating for another 15 about what to wear– flannel tucked and untucked– before I finally make it to my truck.

Driving across the country I saw some lovely luscious ladies, got to know them well– better'n I've ever gotten to know ladies before, really, but still– it's been a while.

Coming back to Milltown it was like I was same old sad sack Mike, bellied up to Carly's bar most days of the week, even ifn' I'd lost 40 pounds and greased my hair back. Heck, these days what with Ozempic and all everyone's losing 40 lbs a week.

All of which is to say anticipation was riding mighty high by the time I rang Miss Heather's doorbell at 7:59 pm.

She answers the door in a raincoat.

Not like a cute trench coat situation. A full-on yellow slicker. The kind you'd wear on a fishing boat. The kind that says "I am expecting weather."

"Hey," she says.

"Hey," I say. "You, uh. Going somewhere?"

"Nope."

"Okay." I glance up at the sky. Clear. Not a cloud in sight. "Expecting rain?"

"Maybe."

Here's the thing about Milltown weather. It doesn't rain this time of year. It's dry as a bone from June through September, always has been, everybody knows that. The farmers complain about it, Carly complains about her garden, Joe's always talking about how the brownfield site would do better with more moisture in the⁠—

And now I'm thinking about moisture and that's making me think about Oregon. About that one night outside Ashland, when I pulled off the highway because the rain was coming down so hard I couldn't see the road. Found this little meadow, parked my bike under a tree, and then this woman appeared out of nowhere— well, not nowhere, she was camping nearby, name was Delia or Dahlia or something with a D— and one thing led to another and suddenly we were in the grass, rain pouring down on us, her on top of me, water streaming down her back and pooling in the hollow of her throat and⁠—

"Mike."

I blink. "Yeah?"

"You've been staring at my raincoat for like thirty seconds."

"Sorry. I was— there was this time in Oregon⁠—"

"Are you going to ask me why I'm wearing a raincoat when it's not raining?"

"Oh." Right. That would be the normal thing to do. "Why are you wearing a raincoat when it's not raining?"

Heather smiles. That slow, predator smile. The one that makes my whole body pay attention.

"Good question," she says.

And then she opens it.

Just like that. One quick motion, and the yellow slicker falls open, and underneath there's⁠—

Nothing.

Absolutely nothing.

Just Heather. All of Heather. Pale skin and red hair and curves I've already memorized but still hit me like a truck every single time.

"Oh we're not going nowheres," I say, quicker than I might mean to if I thought about it for longer.

"Now you're getting the picture," she says, looking up at me through her eyelashes, laughing low and throaty, and grabbing my hand and dragging me through her bungalow, stumbling over shoes and books and I don't know what all else until we're in a room which I know even before she turns on the lights is most definitely her bedroom because she's tossing that yellow slicker onto the floor and throwing herself back onto the bed, pulling me down with her, and her mouth is on mine before I can say a word— hungry, impatient, like she's been thinking about this all day and she's done thinking.

"Come here, baby," she says, reaching across to turn on the bedside lamp, sending a warm glow everywhere, I feel it deep inside me, too, although that might be from looking at her, long luscious limbs all splayed out across creamy white sheets, tiny trim shadow of a triangle, dark cherry nipples, a little constellation of freckles going up from her left tit to her collarbone, milky white, long neck to plush lips, open and panting and then she sticks one finger in, deep, sucking on her pointer, dragging it back down her body to the cleft between her legs, "Come and give it to me," she breathes out, stroking herself.

I don't need to be asked twice.

In a flash I'm moving to her, loosing my flannel (untucked for the win), loosing my jeans, my socks, my shoes, latching onto her plush velvet lips, tongue on tongue, salt and heat and she tastes a little like burnt vanilla and cacao like the best shot of coffee and then she's pulling my head down to first her left breast and then her right and I'd really like to stay there, suckling on her beautiful, bountiful tits– takes two hands for each of 'em and they're still overflowing, even though she's got a little itty bitty waist too, I can even see her bottom rib a little, no belly here, or if'n there is one it's tiny and nothing more than a plush curve, only briefly visible to me as she's wiggling her body up or maybe shifting my body down, easing me to the treasure trove. The pussy palace. The place I want to be.

She's all soft and creamy, drenched for me already and it's even more vanilla down here, just a tiny bit of hair, like, enough for me to know I've come to the right place– I always like a tiny bit of hair down here, a little friction against my cock and balls once I sink in deep and she's got the perfect amount because of course she does– "Oh my god," she rasps out, "Oh my god, Mike, your tongue–"

And I figure I must be doing something right, so I do a little bit more, licking up and down, left and right, a whole alphabet and then while she's really writhing beneath me I sink one finger into her quicksand depths, and then another. "Jesus Christ." She's bucking a little bit now, hips coming up off the bed, head thrown back, hair mussed from side to side.

"Don't stop," she says, pushing my head back to her, which is probably a good thing seeing as how watching her is getting me harder than hell. Heck, smelling her, tasting her– it's almost enough to make a man jizz right then and there– not that I would, mind you. I want to be inside her... like maybe I've never wanted anything before. Want to be on top of her, want to be in her with this ride she's on, bucking and thrusting like some kind of wild stallion and I don't know if I mean her– or me.

I start moving my fingers a little, slowly at first, in and out while I keep licking at her little clit, blowing a little, too, coaxing her little head out to meet my tongue as I thrust in a little faster.

Just dumb thrust with my fingers at first, just enjoying the sensation of everything, how warm she is, how sweet she smells, but then when I hear her breath shift a little– higher, tighter, faster, well, that's the signal, ain't it? I probe around in her folds a little more, left, up, right, closer to the front, soft for now while I search, looking for that little spongy pouch part, that place that'll get her going, but for real– there– just inside, damn, real close to her opening, and I press in harder, faster. Her breathing changes first. Gets ragged. Catches in her throat like she's forgot how to do it right.

Then her hand finds my hair. Not gentle. Gripping. Pulling. Like she needs something to hold onto or she's gonna fly right off this bed.

I keep going. Tongue flat, then pointed, then flat again. Trying to find the rhythm she needs. And I almost lose it— she shifts her hips and suddenly I'm licking air— but then she guides me back, both hands on my head now, pressing me exactly where she wants me.

"Right there," she gasps. "Right— don't you dare move⁠—"

I don't move. I don't breathe. I just keep doing exactly what I'm doing, curling my fingers and working my mouth, letting myself just enjoy how her thighs are starting to shake. Little tremors. Like an earthquake coming from a long way off.

She goes quiet.

That's the thing nobody tells you. Right before a woman comes, sometimes she goes real quiet. Like all the sound in the world gets sucked into that one single point of pleasure and there's nothing left but the wet sounds of my mouth and her breath coming in short little gasps and⁠—

Her thighs clamp around my head.

Can't hear nothing now. Just my own heartbeat and the pressure of her squeezing and I keep going, keep going, even though my jaw's starting to ache and my tongue's gonna fall off and⁠—

She breaks.

It's only a moment or two but boy does Heather buck, hips rolling and grooving down deep, a rush of thick tangy honey juice all over my hand– and it's all I can do to ride it out with her and not crawl up her body and plunge myself in deep, right away, right now. But I know the waiting's gonna be worth it. That if'n I can get her more riled up, the pay off will be that much sweeter.

"God," she says. "Jolie told me the Zaddy's were the best and God, she wasn't wrong." She props herself up on her elbows, looking down at me. "Come on up here and give me a kiss."

I crawl up her body slow. Can't help it. She's laid out like a feast and I've been starving for years and I want to taste every single inch.

I kiss her hip bone. That little jut of it. She shivers.

I kiss the soft curve of her belly. That tiny plush part she probably hates but I love.

"Mike—"

I kiss the underside of her left breast. Heavy and warm against my lips.

"Mike, come on⁠—"

I kiss the freckle constellation. One, two, three, four little stars leading up to her collarbone. I want to map them. Name them. Build a whole astronomy around this woman's body.

Her hand finds my hair again. Tugs.

"I said come up here."

"I'm coming," I say against her skin. "Just— give me a minute."

"I gave you a minute. I gave you several minutes. I gave you—" She tugs harder. "Mike. Kiss. Now."

So I kiss her.

And god, she tastes like— like herself, a little, which shouldn't be hot but is— and like wine and like want and like something I can't name but need more of. Her tongue slides against mine and her hands are pulling at my shoulders, my back, trying to drag me closer, and I go, I do, but I'm also distracted by the way her breasts press against my chest and the way her legs are wrapping around my waist and⁠—

"You're hard," she says against my mouth. Not a question.

"Have been since the raincoat."

"Then why—" She rolls her hips up against me. Direct hit. I grunt. "Why aren't you inside me yet?"

"Because I'm enjoying⁠—"

"Enjoy faster."

I laugh. Can't help it. "You're real bossy, you know that?"

"You're real slow, you know that?"

She's got a point. I am being slow. But here's the thing— I've spent so many years rushing. Rushing through life, rushing through work, rushing through those sad little solo sessions in hotel rooms with nothing but my kindle and my imagination. And now I've got this gorgeous woman underneath me, warm and wet and wanting, and I just— I want to savor it. I want to remember every single second.

"Mike." Her voice is different now. Softer. Almost sweet. "I appreciate that you're— whatever you're doing. The worship thing. It's nice. It's very nice."

"But?"

"But if you don't put your cock inside me in the next thirty seconds I'm going to lose my mind."

Well. When she puts it like that.

I reach down between us. Find myself. Find her. She's so wet I slide against her entrance twice before I get the angle right and then⁠—

"Oh," she breathes.

"Oh," I agree.

Because pushing into Heather is like— I don't even know. Like coming home. Like sinking into a hot bath after a long day. Like that first sip of perfect espresso when you've got the grind just right and the temperature just right and everything just⁠—

"Mike."

"Yeah?"

"You stopped."

I did stop. I stopped because I'm about two inches in and already I'm seeing stars. She's tight and hot and slick and if I move I might embarrass myself.

"Just— give me a second."

"I don't want to give you a second. I want you to—" She rolls her hips. Takes another inch. We both groan. "That. I want that. More of that."

So I give her more. Slow. Steady. Inching in until I'm all the way seated and her eyes are closed and her mouth is open and she's making these little sounds that are doing things to me. Dangerous things.

I start to move. Slow still. Long strokes. Pulling almost all the way out and then sliding back in, savoring the drag, the friction, the way she clenches around me every time I bottom out.

"God," I say. "You feel⁠—"

"I know. Faster."

"I just want to⁠—"

"Faster, Mike."

I go a little faster. Not much. Still savoring. Still trying to make this last because I've got a feeling I'm not going to last long, not with the way she's gripping me, not with the sounds she's making, not with⁠—

She sighs.

Not a pleasure sigh. An exasperated sigh. The kind of sigh you give when someone's not getting the message.

"What?" I say.

"You're impossible."

"I'm savoring."

"You're torturing."

"I thought women liked⁠—"

But I don't get to finish that sentence because suddenly the world is spinning and my back is hitting the mattress and Heather is on top of me, straddling me, hands planted on my chest, red hair falling around her face like a curtain.

"Let me show you how this part is done," she says, slip sliding down me, burying me in her, breasts swaying in front of my eyes, close enough for me to reach out and suck on– so I do.

"Oh yeah, baby," she groans, "like that."

And then she begins to move. Hips rocking and grinding, pulling up, and then slamming down, body stretched low over mine, my face buried in nothing but breast.

God. God. I see God as she rolls her hips again, hard, and then pulls up, and pogo sticks me a few beats. But what I really want to do is watch. Watch the way her body moves above me. The way her hips roll, smooth and relentless like waves coming in. And the bounce of her breasts— god, those breasts— heavy and full, boomin' with every thrust she gives me, bouncity bouncity bouncity– oh god. Like hard enough to make milk come out or something, not that she's got milk in there or anything⁠—

The flat plane of her stomach, muscles flickering beneath the skin as she works.

The little dark hairs ticklin' at me down below– and can't watch there, not too much, or that'll be the end of me, as much as oh– god– the sight of my dick peekin' through her thighs when she rises up is almost too much–

Her face. Her face is flushed pinky red at the cheeks, all smooth skin glowy and her eyes, half-lidded and god, I'm doing that to her. To Heather. Or, she's doing it to me and that's doing it for her and her lips are parted and she's panting and– then it's the feel of her hair, trailing right there against my skin all silky needles and – oh–

She leans down lower. Her breath on my neck. Her teeth grazing my earlobe. Her breasts pressed flat against me, nipples hard little points, and she's still moving, never stops moving, hips grinding in tight circles now.

"God, you're so big," she murmurs in my ear. "So full. Stretching me out."

And yeah, that's the end of watching.

My eyes close. Can't keep them open anymore. Don't want to. Because now it's all sensation, nothing but sensation, her heat wrapped around me, her weight pressing me into the mattress, the slick slide of skin on skin. Her hair in my face, smelling like coconut and something floral. Her nails digging into my shoulders. The wet sound of our bodies meeting, over and over. The ache building at the base of my spine, pressure and pleasure all tangled up together.

She speeds up. Or maybe I do. Maybe I'm thrusting up to meet her now, can't tell anymore, can't tell where I end and she begins. Just movement. Just heat. Just this woman taking what she wants from me and me giving it, giving everything, happy to be emptied out if it means staying inside her one second longer.

"Heather—" My voice comes out wrecked. "I'm gonna⁠—"

"Not yet," she says, and slows down. Evil woman. Grinds down hard and holds. "Not until I say."

I'm gonna die. That's what's happening here. Death by redhead. They'll put it on my tombstone. Here lies Mike Gerstalt. He died the way he lived— desperate and confused.

"Breathe," Heather says, like she's coaching me through childbirth. "You're holding your breath."

"Because if I breathe I'm gonna⁠—"

"You're not." She clenches around me. On purpose. The evil, evil woman. "Not until I'm ready."

"And when will you be ready?"

She smiles down at me. That predator smile. "When I've had my fun."

And then she starts moving again.

Slow this time. Torturously slow. Rising up until I almost slip out, just the tip of me caught inside her, and then sinking back down inch by inch by inch. I can feel everything. Every ridge, every flutter, every squeeze. It's too much and not enough all at once.

"Heather—"

"Shh." She puts a finger on my lips. "Just feel."

So I feel. I feel her thighs tightening around me. I feel her hands sliding up my chest, fingers splaying over my pounding heart. I feel the shift when she finds her angle— that little gasp she makes, the way her rhythm stutters before it steadies.

She's chasing it now. Her second one. I can tell by the way her eyes go unfocused, the way she stops performing and starts just— taking. Using me. Using my body to get herself there.

And god help me, that's the hottest thing of all.

"Yeah," I hear myself say. "That's it. Take it. Take what you need."

Her eyes snap to mine. Something flares in them. She speeds up. Hips working faster now, grinding down on every stroke, and her breathing's gone ragged again, that same hitch from before, and I know she's close. I can feel it in the way she's tightening around me, fluttering, clenching⁠—

"Mike—" Her voice cracks. "Mike, I'm⁠—"

"I know. I got you. Let go."

She does.

She breaks apart above me, head thrown back, throat exposed, this sound coming out of her that's half moan half sob, and she's clamping down on me so hard I see stars, actual stars, and I can't— I can't hold on anymore⁠—

"Now," she gasps, still shaking, still riding it out. "Now, Mike, give it to me⁠—"

I give it to her.

Everything I've got. Every ounce of pressure that's been building since she opened that goddamn raincoat. I thrust up hard, once, twice, and then I'm gone, spilling into her, emptying out, my whole body seizing up with the force of it. Like something's being pulled out of me. Like I'm being turned inside out.

She collapses onto my chest. We're both breathing hard. Both slick with sweat. Both absolutely wrecked.

For a long moment, neither of us says anything. Just the sound of our hearts pounding against each other through the skin.

Then Heather laughs. This soft, satisfied little laugh.

"Not bad," she says into my neck. "For a slow guy."

"Not bad yourself." I manage to lift one hand, stroke it down her hair. "For a terrifying woman."

She props her chin on my chest. Looks up at me with those green eyes, all soft now, all the predator gone.

"Same time next week?"

I laugh. Can't help it. "How about same time tomorrow?"

"Greedy."

"You started it."

She grins. Kisses my chin. "Yeah. I did."


CHAPTER 4
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The next morning I'm behind the counter trying to remember how to be a normal human being who runs a coffee shop and definitely was not having his brains screwed out less than four hours ago.

It's not going great.

"Medium latte," Mrs. Patterson says, and I nod, reach for the cup, and Heather reaches for it at the same time and our hands brush and I swear to god I feel it in my teeth.

"I got it," she says, all casual, like she wasn't making sounds last night that I'm gonna hear in my dreams for the rest of my life.

"Thanks," I say, and my voice comes out weird. Too high. I clear my throat. "Thanks."

Mrs. Patterson looks between us. "You two okay? You seem... tense."

"Just caffeinated," Heather says smoothly. "Mike here has been sampling the product."

I have not been sampling the product. I've been standing here trying not to stare at Heather's mouth and remember what it was doing– shit, midnight was forever ago, wasn’t it?

"The espresso," Heather adds, because apparently my face is doing something incriminating. "He's been sampling the espresso."

"Right," Mrs. Patterson says, in a tone that suggests she doesn't believe a word of it. "Well. You two have a nice day."

She takes her latte and goes, and I exhale.

"You gotta stop looking at me like that," Heather murmurs, moving past me to grab the milk.

"Like what?"

"Like you're trying to figure out if I'm wearing underwear."

I wasn't— I mean— okay, maybe I was a little⁠—

"Are you?"

She just smiles and slides past me again, her hip bumping mine, and I have to grip the counter to stay upright.

The morning goes like that. Torture dressed up as a Tuesday shift.

She bends over to grab something from the lower shelf and I forget how to make a cappuccino. She licks foam off her finger and I nearly pour hot milk on my hand. She says "extra cream?" to a customer and I have to excuse myself to the back room to think about baseball statistics for thirty seconds.

And the thing is— she knows. She absolutely knows what she's doing. Every brush of her arm against mine. Every time she squeezes past me in the narrow space behind the counter, pressing closer than she needs to. Every little smile she throws over her shoulder.

By 11am I'm a wreck.

By 11:30 I'm fantasizing about closing early.

By noon, I'm watching her steam milk and thinking about— okay, this is gonna sound weird, but— breast milk. In coffee.

Too many goddamn hucow books on my damn ereader.

But I can't stop. Can't stop watching her hands on the steam wand. Can't stop thinking about last night. Can't stop imagining what it would be like to bend her over this counter right now and⁠—

"Mike."

I blink. "Yeah?"

"You're burning the espresso."

I am. I absolutely am. There's smoke. When did that happen?

"Shit." I dump it, start over, try to focus.

Heather appears at my elbow. Close. Too close.

"You know," she says, voice low, "we do get a lunch break."

"We do?"

"Thirty minutes. It's in the employee handbook."

"We have an employee handbook?"

"I wrote one this morning." She's not smiling, but her eyes are. "Section four, subsection B. Lunch breaks may be taken in the back office. For... inventory purposes."

I look at her. She looks at me.

"How thorough does the inventory need to be?"

"Very thorough." She's already untying her apron. "Might take the whole thirty minutes."

But she's counting wrong cause it takes me less than a minute to flip the sign to CLOSED and then three minutes for us to make it to the back room and lock that door and fumble with the light switch– really, we should have flipped the light first– and then Heather's bending over one of them burlap sacks, positively rubbing her boobies against it and if I wasn't hard already, seeing her arched out like a cat in heat would definitely do it and then she's flipping her skirt over– yup, no panties– and looking back at me over her shoulder, panting out "Fuck me now–" and I do.
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We emerge from the back office twenty-eight minutes later looking— well, probably looking exactly like two people who just had sex in a storage room surrounded by coffee beans and napkin dispensers.

Heather's hair is... not how it was before. My shirt is buttoned wrong. We're both a little sweaty and a lot satisfied and I'm thinking this is fine, nobody's around, we'll just slip back behind the counter and⁠—

"Mikey!"

Joe. Of course it's Joe. Standing right there on the sidewalk, arms crossed, grin spreading across his face like he's just won a bet with himself.

"Joe." I try to sound normal. "What are you doing here?"

"Came by for a coffee. Sign said closed." He looks at his watch. "At 12:15 on a Tuesday. Cicciolina acting up again?"

Oh thank god. An excuse.

"Yeah," I say, too fast. "Yeah, she's been— temperamental."

"I can take a look if you want. Got my tools in the truck." He's already rolling up his sleeves. "Probably just the pressure valve, I've seen it before⁠—"

"No!" Heather and I say it at the same time. Too loud. Too panicked.

Joe stops. Looks at Heather, who is very casually trying to smooth her hair down. Looks at me, shirt buttoned wrong. Looks back at Heather.

"Machine's fine now," Heather says, recovering first. "Mike fixed it. He's very... handy."

"I bet he is."

"Anyway." She grabs her bag from behind the counter, breezy as anything. "I was just about to run out and grab us some lunch since we couldn't leave the shop while the machine was down. You want anything, Joe? Mike?"

"I'm good," Joe says, still grinning.

"Great. Back in twenty."

And she's out the door, head high, not a trace of shame anywhere on her, leaving me alone with Joe. And his shit-eating grin.

"So," he says, settling onto a stool while I flip the sign back to OPEN. "Done any more thinking about the brownfield site?"

"The what?"

"The brownfield. The meadow project. Environmental remediation." He's watching me with this look, like he's waiting for something. "The thing I've been trying to get you involved in for weeks?"

Oh. Right. That.

"I've been... busy."

"I can see that." He accepts the coffee I slide across to him. "Seems like, when I first knew you and Mike ya’ll was never too busy for fishing and camping– remember when you taught me all them bird names?”

I remember. Feels like a long time ago.

"Haven't heard that kind of talk from you in a while," Joe says.

Yeah, bird names for birds that don't exist anymore, and chances are, I helped. Had the misfortune of accidentally watching some kinda environmental greenpeace bullshit hippie documentary about the toll crypto mining takes on the environment— a single Bitcoin transaction has the same carbon footprint as 700,000 Visa transactions. The mining I did for fun, for years, used more electricity than some small countries. Yeah and then I quit. For better or worse but them birds still aren't chirping. "If'n a wildflower ain't gonna getcha – yet– maybe we could try fishin'," Joe says.

"I wouldn't mind going fishing again," I hear myself say. "Been a while."

Joe's face lights up. "Yeah? I know a spot. Real special place. Visited with my buddy Sam. Might be just the thing for you– to bring you out of yourself, I mean. Although," he says, pausing to take a sip of his coffee, "maybe Heather's gonna be doing that."

I side-eye him. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Nothing. Just saying.”

"Speaking of Heather," I say, "if you're that interested in her, maybe you should ask her out."

Now it's Joe's turn to side-eye me. Hard.

"Two things," he says. "One— I got more than enough trouble on my hands with Carly and Petra and Tia and Alison and Eva. I am at capacity, Mikey. The roster is full."

"And two?"

"Two— don't try telling me you and her were counting the till back there." He leans in. "I can smell sex when I smell sex."

Very casually, very subtly, I try to sniff the air.

Coffee. Obviously. Dark roast and espresso and that hint of vanilla from the syrups. Pastry— butter, sugar, chocolate from the croissants. The lemon cleaner Heather uses on the counters. And underneath all of that— or maybe on top of it, swirled all through it like cream in coffee⁠—

Oh god. He's right. It smells like sex in here.

It smells like sex and I just served Mrs. Patterson her latte in here and she definitely knows and everyone probably knows and I am not slick at all. Not even a little.

"It's not—" I start.

"It's fine," Joe says, standing up. "Just— think about what I said, okay? About the land. About doing something good with all that—" He gestures vaguely at me. "Whatever you got going on in there."

"I'm just trying not to be selfish," I say. And I mean it. Or I think I mean it. "Trying not to take more than I need."

Joe gives me a long look.

"Sure, Mikey," he says. "Whatever you say."
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That night, we're back at Heatehr’s place, and I'm lying in her bed trying to quiet my brain.

It's not working.

I keep thinking about what Joe said. About how I used to be different. About the birds and the fishing and the way I used to notice things— the natural world, the rhythms of it, the way everything connected to everything else.

And then I think about the mining. The hash rates. The numbers going up while the ice caps went down. The fortune in my wallet that I didn't earn, not really, just extracted. Just took.

But isn't that what I'm doing right now? Heather in her bed, Heather in my arms, Heather wanting me— and I'm just taking it. Taking and taking and⁠—

"You're thinking too loud."

I blink. Heather's propped up on one elbow, looking at me.

"Sorry."

"Don't be sorry. Just—" She pokes my forehead. "Turn it off."

"I can't just turn it off."

"Sure you can." She throws a leg over me, straddles my hips, and suddenly I'm looking up at her and the thoughts are getting quieter already. "I'll help."

"Heather—"

"Shh." She puts a finger on my lips. "I've been wanting to try something."

"Okay," I say. "What kind of something?"

She grins. A kinda predator grin.

"You trust me?"

"Mostly."

"Good enough."

And then she starts to— oh god— she's turning. While I'm still inside her. She's doing that thing, that porn thing, the 360 spin that looks so smooth in the videos but in real life⁠—

"Heather— Heather wait— HEATHER⁠—"

"Hold still⁠—"

"You're gonna break it— that's not— it doesn't bend that way⁠—"

"It's fine, just let me⁠—"

"IT'S NOT FINE, THAT'S MY DICK⁠—"

She freezes, half-turned, one leg at an impossible angle, and we both look at each other— and both burst out laughing.

"Okay," she wheezes, "okay, that's not— that doesn't work like it does in the videos."

"You think?!"

"I really thought I could⁠—"

"You cannot! No one can! That's— like AI or some shit."

She's laughing so hard she's crying, collapsed forward over my legs, and I'm laughing too, the kind of laugh that's half relief that my dick is still attached to my body.

"Okay," she says, once she's caught her breath. "New plan."

She dismounts— carefully this time— and then repositions, turning around properly, settling back down onto me but facing away now. Reverse cowgirl, like a normal person who doesn't try to spin like a rotisserie chicken mid-act.

"Better?" she asks, looking at me over her shoulder.

"Much better."

And it is. It's— oh, it's really good, actually. This angle. This view.

Which is when I notice the tattoo.

Lower back. Right above the curve of her ass. Small, but definitely there. I squint at it as she starts to move.

"What is that?"

"What's what?"

"The— the thing. On your back."

She laughs, keeps moving. "My tramp stamp? Got it when I was nineteen. Spring break."

"What is it?"

"What do you think it is?"

I squint harder. It's— is that a butterfly? A flower? Some kind of— no, there's letters⁠—

"Is that a coffee cup?"

"Nope."

She rolls her hips and I momentarily lose the ability to think. But then I refocus. I'm determined now. This is a mystery that needs solving.

"Is it— a dolphin?"

"Do I seem like a dolphin person to you?"

Fair point. She keeps moving and I keep squinting and I'm trying to figure out this tattoo while also experiencing what is objectively really great sex, which is a level of multitasking I did not know I was capable of.

"It looks like— is that a chili pepper?"

"Warmer."

"A chili pepper with— are those wings?"

"It's a phoenix." She grinds down hard and I see stars. "Rising from the flames."

"It looks like a chili pepper."

"It was a very cheap tattoo parlor."

"It's a flaming chili pepper."

"Shut up and fuck me."

I shut up.

For a while, anyway.

But I can't stop looking at it. This little smudgy phoenix-slash-chili-pepper bouncing along with the motion of her hips. It's ridiculous. She's ridiculous. This whole situation is ridiculous— me in bed with this gorgeous, terrifying woman who just tried to spin on my dick like a top and has a tramp stamp that may or may not be a vegetable⁠—

And I'm laughing again. Can't help it.

She looks back at me, mock offended. "Are you laughing during sex?"

"I'm laughing during sex."

"That's rude."

"You have a chili pepper on your ass."

"It's a PHOENIX."

But yeah, I’m laughing during sex. "It's a chili pepper and I think I love you."

Tomorrow I'll think about brownfields and fishing and becoming a better person.

Tonight, I'm just Mike. In bed with a woman who has a chili pepper tattoo and a laugh like trouble.

And for right now, that's enough.


CHAPTER 5
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Heather's got the day off and I'm already losing my mind.

Not because I can't run the shop alone. I can. I'm a competent adult man who has successfully operated an espresso machine without supervision. Cicciolina and I have an understanding now. She only screams at me twice a morning instead of six times, and I only threaten to sell her for parts once a week instead of daily.

No, the problem is that Heather's got the day off and all I can think about is what she's doing with it.

Is she sleeping in? What does she wear to bed? Nothing, probably. Or one of those little silk things with the straps that slide off the shoulder. Or maybe she's a big t-shirt girl. Oversized. Soft. Riding up when she rolls over in the morning, showing just a hint of⁠—

Stop it, Mike.

I wipe down the counter for the third time. It's already clean. I cleaned it ten minutes ago. But if I don't keep my hands busy, they're gonna start wandering to places they shouldn't, like my phone to text Heather something stupid, or worse, somewhere below the counter that's definitely not appropriate for a place of business.

This is the problem with the NSA arrangement. No strings attached, she said. Fuck buddies, she said. And I said yes, because I'm not an idiot, but also now I'm standing here at 9am wondering if "no strings" means I can't text her good morning or if that's too boyfriend-y and⁠—

The door chimes.

I look up, grateful for the distraction, and⁠—

Oh.

Oh no.

She's tiny. That's the first thing I notice. Maybe five-two, five-three tops, with this soft brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and these melting chocolate kisses for eyes, like she’s a little chocolate cookie all come to life as a doll, like she should be in a bakery, a candy chop and not anything as grownup as a coffee bar. She's wearing a sundress — yellow, with little white flowers — and she's got a canvas tote bag over one shoulder with a button on it that says "Bee Kind."

Bee Kind. With a little bee on it.

I'm already in trouble.

"Hi!" she says, and her voice matches the rest of her. Sweet. Bright. Like sunshine if sunshine could talk. "Are you the owner?"

"I— yeah. Mike. I'm Mike."

"I'm Lena." She sticks out her hand, and when I shake it, her grip is surprisingly firm. "I'm here about a job."

"A job?"

"Barista. Or— whatever you need, really. I can do register, I can do cleaning, I can do—" She pauses, tilts her head. "Anything, actually. I'm very versatile."

The way she says versatile makes my brain skip like a scratched record.

"I, uh." I scratch the back of my neck. "I actually just hired someone. Position's filled."

"Oh." Her face falls, and it's like watching a puppy get told no more treats. "That's— okay. I understand. I just thought⁠—"

She looks around the shop. Looks at me. Looks at the empty tables, the quiet morning, the Help Wanted sign I forgot to take down from the window.

"It's just," she says, "I really want to learn. I've never worked in a coffee shop before but I'm a very hard worker. Very dedicated." She takes a step closer. "I could be, like... your slave."

I choke on nothing.

"Excuse me?"

"For a day!" She holds up her hands, eyes wide, cheeks flushing pink. "Like an internship! A trial run. You don't even have to pay me. I just— I want to prove myself. Please?"

There's that word. Please. But it doesn't sound like a question. It sounds like a— I don't know what it sounds like. A polite demand. A soft ultimatum.

"I don't think that's⁠—"

"One day," she says. "If I'm not the best worker you've ever had, I'll leave and never bother you again. But if I am..." She smiles, and it's sweet, it's so sweet, but there's something underneath it. "Then maybe you'll find room for me."

Find room for her. Jesus Christ.

"Fine," I hear myself say. "One day. Trial run."

"Thank you!" She actually claps her hands together, like I just told her she won a prize. "You won't regret this. I promise. I'm going to take such good care of you."

Take such good care of⁠—

She's already moving. Tote bag stashed behind the counter, ponytail tightened, hands washed at the little sink. She finds the apron without me telling her where it is, ties it in a perfect bow behind her back, and turns to me with those big eyes.

"Where do you want me to start?"

I want to say something clever. Something in control. What comes out is: "Uh. Tables?"

"Tables," she repeats, like I just gave her a sacred mission. "I'll make them shine."

And she does. She really does. She wipes down every table with this intense focus, getting into the corners, the edges, the little grooves where crumbs hide. She refolds the napkins. She straightens the chairs. She adjusts the little flower vases so they're all facing the same direction, and I didn't even know they were supposed to face a direction.

By 10am, the front of house looks better than it ever has.

By 11am, she's reorganized the pastry case and upsold three customers on extra shots.

By noon, I'm sitting on the stool behind the register, watching her work, and I'm having thoughts. Thoughts I should not be having about a woman who showed up two hours ago with a Bee Kind button and a sundress.

"You've got something on your shoe," she says, appearing beside me.

"What?"

I look down. There's a smudge on my boot. Coffee grounds, maybe. I didn't even notice.

"Here." And before I can say anything, she's kneeling. Right there. In front of me. Pulling a little cloth from her apron pocket— where did she even get that— and wiping down my boot with the same careful attention she gave the tables.

"You don't have to⁠—"

"I want to," she says. Doesn't look up. Just keeps wiping, gentle little circles, until the leather gleams. "There. Better."

She stands, tucks the cloth away, and smiles at me like she didn't just short-circuit every neuron in my brain.

"What else can I do for you?"

I open my mouth. Close it. Open it again.

What I want to say is: You can explain what the hell just happened and why I'm suddenly thinking about you on your knees in a very different context.

What I actually say is: "Coffee. You should learn to pull shots."

"Okay!" She bounces— actually bounces— over to Cicciolina. "I've always wanted to learn. There's something so satisfying about it, don't you think? The pressure, the timing, the way it all comes out..." She glances back at me. "Creamy."

Creamy.

She said creamy.

"Yeah," I manage. "Creamy. Sure."

She turns back to the machine, starts asking questions about grind size and tamping pressure, and I stand there like a man who's just been hit by a very small, very polite truck.

Heather's got the day off.

And I think I might be in trouble.
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Teaching Lena to use Cicciolina is an experience.

Not because she's bad at it. She's annoyingly good at it, actually, picks up the basics faster than I did, and I spent three weeks watching YouTube videos and crying into my portafilter before I got a decent shot.

No, the problem is that she narrates everything.

"So I pack it down firm," she says, tamping the grounds with that same focused intensity she brought to the tables. "Like this? Nice and tight?"

"Yeah. Good."

"And then I lock it in..." She slots the portafilter into the group head, gives it a little twist. "Snug. Secure."

"Mm-hm."

"And now I just... wait for it to come out?"

"You gotta press the⁠—"

"Oh!" She presses the button, and we both watch as the espresso starts to drip. Slow at first, then steady, dark and glossy, pooling in the cup below. "Oh, look at that. It's so... thick."

I don't say anything.

"And that's the crema on top? The foamy part?"

"Yeah."

"It's like... cream rising." She leans in closer, watching with what I can only describe as reverence. "I love when things get all frothy like that. All that pressure building up and then just... releasing."

I grip the edge of the counter.

"You okay, boss?"

"Don't call me boss."

"Sorry." She doesn't sound sorry. "Mike."

The way she says my name shouldn't do anything to me. It's just a name. One syllable. But she puts this little curve on it, this softness, like she's tasting it.

I need a distraction. A mental distraction. Something to think about that isn't this tiny fluffy little woman talking about pressure and release and frothy.

Okay. Okay. Motorcycle trip. Think about the motorcycle trip.

I started that trip as a different guy. Soft around the middle, hadn't touched a woman in— longer than I want to admit. Just me and my Kindle and a lot of lonely nights in hotel rooms, reading about guys who had it all figured out. Harems and confidence and the kind of moves that made women melt.

And I'd lie there after, thinking about what I read, and I'd⁠—

Well. You know.

At first it was just the usual. Standard operating procedure. But somewhere around Nebraska, I started getting creative. Trying things. Different grips, different rhythms, different— look, a man's got time on his hands when he's crossing the country alone, and the hotel showers had good water pressure, and I'm not ashamed to say I discovered some things about myself.

Like that I apparently have a thing for watching.

Not in a creepy way. Just— in the books, there's always these scenes where the guy watches. Watches the women together, watches them get ready for him, watches and waits and lets the anticipation build until he can't take it anymore.

And I'd think about that, in those hotel showers, water running down my back, hand working slow, and I'd imagine⁠—

"Mike?"

I blink. Lena's looking at me. Espresso cup in hand.

"You drifted off there," she says. "Want to taste?"

"What?"

"The shot. I pulled it myself." She holds it out to me, both hands wrapped around the tiny cup like an offering. "I want to know if I did it right. If it's... good enough for you."

Good enough for me. Jesus.

I take the cup. Our fingers brush. Hers are warm.

I drink. It's good. It's actually really good.

"Perfect," I say, and her whole face lights up like I just handed her a gold star.

"Really? You mean it?"

"I mean it."

"Oh, good. I was so worried. I really wanted to— I mean, I want to be useful. I want to be good at this." She takes the empty cup back, cradles it. "There's nothing better than being good at taking care of someone. Don't you think?"

I think I need to sit down.

When Lena walked in this morning, I was relieved. Genuinely relieved. Because I've been spiraling about Heather for days— what we're doing, what it means, whether I'm already in too deep— and here was this sweet, sunny distraction. A palate cleanser. Someone I could interact with normally, professionally, without my brain turning everything into porn.

Except now my brain is turning everything into porn.

No.

Nope.

I'm not doing this.

I'm not gonna be that guy. The guy who hoards. First the money, now the women? Two of them? When there are men out there with none and I'm sitting here fantasizing about having both?

That's not— I can't⁠—

"Mike?" Lena's voice cuts through the spiral. "You're making that face again."

"What face?"

"The one where you look like you're doing math you don't like."

I laugh. Can't help it. It comes out weird and strangled but it's a laugh.

"I'm fine," I say. "Just— thinking."

"About what?"

About how I don't deserve one of you, let alone two. About how I spent years accumulating things I didn't need and now I can't stop seeing everything as something to acquire. About how Joe makes it look easy, having his girls, being happy, and I can't figure out if I'm not wired that way or if I just won't let myself⁠—

"Coffee," I say. "Thinking about coffee."

"Oh!" She brightens. "I could make you another one. If you want. I want to practice. I want to get really, really good at making things come out just right."

"Sure," I hear myself say. "Yeah. Make me another one."

She turns back to Cicciolina, already reaching for the portafilter, already humming a little tune under her breath, and I watch her— watch her small hands, her focused face, the way she bites her lip when she's concentrating⁠—

And I think: I'm in so much trouble.

And then I think: But maybe that's okay.

And then I think: No, Mike, it's not okay, you don't get to have this, you don't get to⁠—

"Creamy or less creamy?" Lena asks, glancing back at me.

"What?"

"For the milk. Do you like it creamy? Some people like it thinner but I think—" She pauses, smiles. "I think everything's better when it's rich and full. Don't you?"
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The afternoon goes like that. Lena making drinks, me watching Lena make drinks, my brain doing gymnastics I didn't sign up for.

She's good with the customers, too. That's the thing. She's not just good with the espresso machine— she's good with people. Remembers names after hearing them once. Asks the regulars about their kids, their jobs, their weekends. Does this little head-tilt thing when she's listening that makes you feel like you're the only person in the world.

Old Mrs. Patterson comes in for her usual decaf and leaves with a full-fat latte and a smile I haven't seen on her face in months.

"She seems nice," Lena says, watching her go. "Lonely, though. You can tell."

"Yeah?"

"Mm. She kept touching my hand when I gave her the cup. Like she just wanted contact, you know? Human warmth." Lena wipes down the steam wand, thoughtful. "I think people don't get touched enough. Don't you think? Everyone's so starved for it."

I think about the last time I was touched.

Heather. Three nights ago. Her nails dragging down my back, her teeth on my shoulder, her voice in my ear telling me to⁠—

"Mike?"

"Hm?"

"You drifted again." Lena's smiling at me, patient. "You do that a lot."

"Sorry. Long day."

"It's okay. I like it."

"You like that I drift off?"

"I like that you're thinking." She leans against the counter, arms crossed under her chest in a way that's probably innocent but definitely isn't helping. "Most guys just talk. Fill up all the space with words. But you're quiet. You've got stuff going on in there."

She taps her temple. Then, softer: "I'd love to know what you think about."

You, I don't say. You and Heather. Both of you. At the same time. Your hands, her mouth, that sound she makes when she's close, what sound would you make, would it be soft, would it be sweet, would you say please⁠—

"Coffee," I say. "Mostly coffee."

"Liar." But she's grinning. "That's okay. You don't have to tell me. I'm patient."

Patient. God.

The afternoon light's going golden through the front windows, and Lena's hair catches it, turns her into something out of a painting. A Vermeer. Girl with a Steam Wand. And I'm standing here, forty years old, three weeks into a no-strings situationship with one woman and already fantasizing about adding another.

What kind of man does that make me?

The Joe kind, maybe. Joe with his four girls who all know about each other, who all seem happy, who all pile into his truck on Saturdays and go to the farmer's market like it's the most normal thing in the world.

But Joe's different. Joe's easy in his skin. Joe inherited money and it made him looser, made him more himself. My money did the opposite. Made me grip tighter. Made me scared of wanting things because wanting things means taking things and taking things means⁠—

"I should go," Lena says.

I blink. "What?"

"It's almost five. End of my trial day." She's untying her apron, folding it neatly, setting it on the counter between us. "Unless you want me to stay? I could stay. I could close up with you, if you need⁠—"

"No." It comes out too fast. "No, you should— it's fine. You did great."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. You're hired. If you want the job."

Her face does that lighting-up thing again, and I feel it somewhere in my chest. A warmth. A want.

"Really? You mean it?"

"I mean it. Come back tomorrow. We'll figure out a schedule."

"Okay." She picks up her tote bag, slings it over her shoulder. The Bee Kind button catches the light. "Thank you, Mike. For giving me a chance. I won't let you down."

"I know you won't."

She heads for the door, and I watch her go— the sway of her sundress, the bounce of her ponytail— and I'm thinking about Heather, and I'm thinking about Lena, and I'm thinking about how wrong it is to want both, to even imagine having both, when I've already got more than I deserve.

Lena pauses at the door. Looks back.

"Mike?"

"Yeah?"

"I meant what I said earlier. About being good at taking care of people." Her smile goes soft. Almost shy. Almost. "I think you need someone to take care of you. Maybe more than one someone."

And then she's gone, door chiming behind her, and I'm standing alone in my coffee shop with the sunset pouring through the windows and my brain doing that thing again.

That thing where I imagine impossible things.

That thing where I want what I shouldn't want.

That thing where I think, just for a second: Maybe.

And then I think: No. You don't get to have that.

And then I think: But what if⁠—

My phone buzzes. Heather.

Miss me yet?

I stare at the screen.

I type back: Come find out.


CHAPTER 6
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Day one of my new life as Mike with two female employees goes pretty well.

For about ten minutes.

"You missed a spot."

That's Heather, arms crossed, watching Lena wipe down the counter. The same counter Lena has wiped down twice already. The same counter that is, objectively, sparkling.

"Oh!" Lena straightens up, all eager. "Where?"

"There." Heather points vaguely. "By the register."

"Got it." Lena doesn't even hesitate. Just goes right back to wiping, putting her whole body into it, and I swear she's smiling. Like being corrected is the highlight of her day.

Heather's eye twitches.

"And when you're done with that, the pastry case needs reorganizing. You put the croissants on the wrong shelf yesterday."

"There's a wrong shelf?"

"Top shelf is for items over three dollars. Bottom shelf is for items under. It's a system."

It is not a system. I have never had a system. I've been putting pastries wherever they fit for three weeks and nobody's complained.

"Okay!" Lena chirps. "I'll fix it right now. Thank you for telling me. I really want to get this right."

She scurries off to the pastry case, and Heather watches her go with an expression I can't quite read. It's somewhere between satisfied and... confused? Like she expected pushback and didn't get any and now she doesn't know what to do with all that energy.

"You don't have to—" I start.

"She needs to learn," Heather says. "Standards."

"We have standards?"

Heather shoots me a look. Then she grabs her bag.

"I'm taking my break early."

"It's 9:15."

"I said early."

The door slams behind her. Lena pops her head up from the pastry case.

"Did I do something wrong?"

"No," I say. "No, you're— you're doing great."

"Okay." She beams. "I reorganized by price point. And also by color. The chocolate ones are all together now. It's more visually harmonious."

It is, actually. It looks really nice.

Of course I don’t say anything to Heather about it when she comes back.
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Day two goes marginally better. We make it a whole thirty minutes before there's a door slam.

I blame the latte art.

See, Lena's been practicing. She watched about forty YouTube videos last night— she told me this morning, all breathless and excited, like she'd discovered electricity— and now she can do a little heart in the foam. It's wobbly. It's lopsided. It looks like a heart that's been through some stuff. But it's recognizable.

"Look!" She holds up the cup for Old Mrs. Patterson. "I made you a heart!"

Mrs. Patterson clutches her chest like she's been given a diamond.

"Oh, sweetheart. That's the nicest thing anyone's done for me all week."

"I can do a leaf too! Kind of. It looks more like a blob but I'm working on it."

"You're an angel."

Heather, who thinks latte art is “pedestrian” (or was it “common”?) and has never once attempted any, watches this exchange with her jaw tight.

"Latte art is a gimmick," she says, loud enough for everyone to hear. "Real baristas focus on the quality of the shot."

"Oh, totally," Lena agrees. "The shot is the foundation. But I figure, why not make it pretty too? It's like— a gift. A little extra love in the cup."

Mrs. Patterson actually tears up.

Heather's eye does that twitch thing again.

"I'm going to restock the milk," she announces. "In the back. Where it's quiet."

The door to the storage room slams so hard the pastry case rattles.

Lena looks at me, wide-eyed.

"Should I not do the hearts?"

"Keep doing the hearts."
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And then there's day three.

I guess somewhere along the line— day two maybe— Heather must've caught me looking at Lena. Or maybe she didn't like how Mrs. Patterson AND Mr. Brett BOTH sidled up to Lena at the register, all warm and chatty, asking about her day, complimenting her smile. Mr. Brett hasn't said more than "large black" to me in three weeks and suddenly he's asking Lena where she grew up.

Because day three?

Heather shows up in daisy dukes and a halter top.

And by halter top I mean some kind of Old Town Road spangled bra situation. Like she raided a rodeo queen's closet and said "needs more glitter." There are rhinestones. There is fringe. There is approximately four square inches of fabric doing the work of an entire shirt.

"Morning," she says, breezing past me like this is totally normal.

"That's, uh." I gesture vaguely at her entire torso. "That's a look."

"It's hot out."

It's sixty-three degrees.

"Is that— are those real rhinestones?"

"Swarovski." She flips her hair. "You like?"

I do like. That's the problem. I like it a lot. I also have absolutely no idea what's happening right now.

Lena comes out of the back room, sees Heather, and stops dead.

"Oh wow," she says. "You look amazing."

Heather blinks. "What?"

"Your top. It's so sparkly. Like a disco ball. But, like, a sexy disco ball." Lena tilts her head. "Is that for something special? Are you going out after work?"

Heather's mouth opens. Closes. Opens again.

"It's just— clothes."

"Well, they're really pretty clothes. The fringe is a nice touch. Very cowgirl chic."

This is not the reaction Heather was expecting. I can tell because her face does something complicated— annoyed, then confused, then something almost like... flustered? Like she prepared for battle and Lena showed up with flowers.

"Whatever," Heather mutters. "I'm gonna go take orders."

And she does. She takes orders. She takes the hell out of those orders. She leans over the counter to hand people their drinks. She laughs too loud at things that aren't funny. She touches arms, shoulders, the occasional hand. By 10am she's flirted with every single person who's walked through the door, including Mr. Hendricks who is eighty-four and mostly deaf.

"WHAT A CHARMER," Mr. Hendricks yells at me as he shuffles out. "THAT REDHEAD. REMINDS ME OF MY WIFE. SHE WAS A FIRECRACKER TOO."

"Thanks, Mr. Hendricks."

"WHAT?"

"I SAID THANKS."

"YOU'RE WELCOME."

The door chimes and in walks Dave Chen. Dave's a regular— software developer, works remote, comes in every day around eleven for his flat white and three hours of laptop camping. He's also observant in that way that quiet people sometimes are. Notices everything. Says almost nothing.

Today, apparently, is the exception.

He walks up to the counter, watches Heather lean over to wipe a table she's already wiped twice, watches her flip her hair at nobody in particular, watches her laugh at something Lena said that definitely wasn't funny.

Then he looks at me.

"Your girl's jealous."

I choke on my coffee.

"My— what?"

"The redhead." He nods at Heather. "She's jealous. Of the brunette one." He nods at Lena. "It's pretty obvious."

"That's— no. No, she's not— we're not— it's a casual thing. NSA. Open relationship."

Dave raises an eyebrow.

"That—" He gestures at Heather, who is currently laughing too hard at something Mr. Hernandez said about the weather. "That is strings."

"It's not strings. She's just being... friendly. She's a friendly person."

"She never touched my arm before today. She's touched it three times in ten minutes."

"Maybe she's having a friendly day."

"She's wearing a rhinestone bra to work."

"It's hot out."

"It's sixty-three degrees."

I don't have a response to that.

Dave takes his flat white.

"Good luck," he says.

And then he goes to his usual table in the corner, puts on his headphones, and doesn't say another word for three hours.

Meanwhile, I'm standing here, looking at Heather, who is now doing something complicated with the steam wand that involves a lot of unnecessary hip movement.

Jealous.

Heather's jealous.

She's not⁠—

Lena appears at my elbow, and she's smiling. That warm, sunny smile. For a second I think she's smiling at me, and something in my chest does a little flip.

Then I realize she's not looking at me at all.

She's looking at Heather.

And when I follow her gaze, Heather's looking right back. Not at me. At Lena. At Lena in her little yellow sundress with the flowers, and Heather's expression is— I don't even know what that expression is. Annoyed? Curious? Hungry?

All three?

By noon, they're doing bits together. Heather says something sarcastic and Lena giggles and somehow that turns into a whole routine, the two of them riffing off each other while customers watch like it's dinner theater.

By two o'clock, Heather's teaching Lena how to do a pour-over and their heads are bent together, close, whispering about something I can't hear.

By four o'clock, there's music playing— someone's phone hooked up to the speakers— and they're dancing. Actually dancing. Heather shimmying her rhinestone-covered chest while Lena twirls past with a tray of espresso shots, laughing, and the customers are clapping along like this is totally normal coffee shop behavior.

I'm standing behind the register, watching my two employees salsa past each other, and I think:

I'm screwed.

But probably not in the fun way.
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In the end, Heather leaves before closing with some sort of tossed off comment about “plans,” leaving me and Lena alone with all of the closing because of course.

Well. Lena’s wiping down tables. I'm pretending to wipe down tables while actually watching her wipe down tables.

It's been a long day.

"Mike?"

"Hm?"

"Can I ask you something?"

She's stopped wiping. She's standing there with the rag in her hands, twisting it a little, and for the first time since I met her she looks almost... nervous.

"Sure."

"Do you want to have dinner with me?"

I blink. "What?"

"Dinner. Tonight. At your place, maybe?" She twists the rag tighter. "I could cook. I'm a good cook. I make a really good pasta. Like, really good. People have complimented my pasta. Not that I'm bragging, I just— I want you to know that if you say yes, you won't be disappointed. Food-wise. The food will be good."

She's rambling. She's actually rambling. I didn't know she could ramble.

"Lena—"

"You can say no. It's totally fine if you say no. I just thought— I've been thinking— and I know you have a thing with Heather, and that's— I'm not trying to— I just⁠—"

"Yes."

She stops. "What?"

"Yes. Dinner. Tonight." The words are coming out of my mouth and I'm not entirely sure I'm the one saying them. "My place. You can cook."

Her whole face transforms. That lighting-up thing. God, that thing.

"Really?"

"Really."

"Okay. Okay!" She's bouncing again. "I'll go get groceries. What do you like? Wait, no, don't tell me. I want to surprise you. Do you have allergies? Are you allergic to anything? Shellfish? Gluten? Joy?"

"Joy?"

"Some people are allergic to joy. They get uncomfortable when things are too nice." She tilts her head. "You might be a little allergic to joy, actually. But that's okay. I have a recipe for that too."

I don't know what to say to that. So I just give her my address.
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She shows up at seven with two bags of groceries and a bottle of wine.

I've spent the last hour cleaning my house like a man possessed. Not that it was dirty— I'm not a slob— but suddenly every surface seemed inadequate. Every pillow seemed wrong. I rearranged the couch cushions three times and I don't even know why.

"Hi!" She breezes past me into the kitchen like she's been here a hundred times. "Oh, this is nice. I like your— is that a espresso machine? You have an espresso machine at home too?"

"It's a small one. For mornings."

"That's so cute. You really love coffee."

"It's kind of my thing."

"I know." She smiles at me over her shoulder. "I like that about you. You have a thing. A lot of people don't have a thing."

She starts unpacking the groceries, and I stand there, useless, watching her move around my kitchen like she belongs there.

"You can sit," she says. "Relax. I've got this."

"I can help⁠—"

"I want to do it." She turns, and there's that look again. Soft but intense. "Let me take care of you. Please?"

There it is. That word. That word that isn't a question.

I sit.

She cooks.

And it's— strange. Good strange. I'm so used to being the one doing things, fixing things, handling things. But Lena just... handles it. She moves around my kitchen, chopping and stirring and humming to herself, and every few minutes she brings me something. A piece of bread with olive oil. A taste of sauce on a wooden spoon. A glass of wine, refilled before I even notice it's empty.

"You're very good at this," I say.

"At cooking?"

"At... this." I gesture vaguely. "The whole— taking care of— whatever this is."

She pauses, spoon in hand.

"I like it," she says. Simply. Like it's obvious. "I like making people feel good. Making them comfortable. Making sure they have what they need." She goes back to stirring. "Some people think that's weird. That I should want more. Want to be— I don't know— in charge, or something. But I don't want to be in charge. I want to be..." She trails off.

"What?"

"Useful." She says it quietly. "I want to be useful. To someone who deserves it."

I don't know what to say. So I don't say anything. I just watch her cook, and think about Heather— loud, aggressive, takes-what-she-wants Heather— and then think about Lena— soft, eager, gives-everything Lena— and I think about how different they are.

And how much I want them both. Like, I never have understood the whole why go out for hamburger when you have steak at home thing. Like I enjoy a juicy hamburger on occasion and I think steak is delicious.

Shit, but what if me having hamburger and steak means someone else don't get to eat?

Goddamnit.

"Taste it?" Lena says, all big eyes and hopeful waiting.

I taste it.

It's the best pasta I've ever had.

"Good?" she asks.

"Lena. This is⁠—"

"I know." She grins. "I told you. I'm a good cook."

We eat. We talk. The wine goes down easy and so does the conversation, and somewhere between the pasta and the tiramisu she made from scratch— from scratch— she ends up next to me on the couch instead of across from me, and her hand is on my knee, and she's looking up at me with that look.

"Mike?"

"Yeah?"

"I want to be useful to you."

Her hand slides higher.

"Will you let me?"

Her hand slides higher, and every part of me wants to say yes. Every dumb, hungry, touch-starved part of me wants to pull her into my lap and find out exactly what "useful" means to a woman like Lena.

But.

But she's— what, twenty-one? Maybe twenty-two? Young enough that the gap matters. Young enough that I feel like I'd be taking something I shouldn't. Young enough that she'd want to be in a relationship. Young enough that I'm not sure she's ready for the type of impure thoughts she's riling up in me. I mean, as much as I've been enjoying Heather riding my dick– sometimes I like to be the one driving. And riding. And whipping things along. Yeah, whipping like that. Damn it all that damn ereader, and here I am wondering if she's a virgin in any of her holes– or all of them.

"Mike?"

"I—" I clear my throat. "Lena, you're— god, you're incredible. You know that, right? This dinner, and the way you— you're⁠—"

"But?"

"But I think maybe I should go."

She blinks. Pulls her hand back. "Oh."

"It's not— you didn't do anything wrong. You did everything right. Too right, maybe." I run a hand through my hair, trying to find words that don't make me sound like an asshole. "I just— I'm not sure I'm in a place to— and you're young, and I don't want to⁠—"

"Take advantage?" She says it softly. Not offended. Almost— understanding?

"Yeah. Something like that."

She's quiet for a moment. Then she nods, slow, and there's something in her expression that's harder to read than I expected. Not hurt, exactly. More like— she's filing this information away. Learning something about me.

"Okay," she says.

"Okay?"

"Okay." She stands, starts gathering dishes, and I stand too, awkward, not sure if I should help or leave or⁠—

"But Mike?"

"Yeah?"

She looks at me over her shoulder. That soft smile, but with something underneath it now. Something patient.

"I'm not as young as you think. And I know what I want." She stacks the plates neatly. "When you figure out what you want, let me know. We can go on another date."

"Another date?"

But three days later, I text her about a picnic.

She picks the spot.

"I know a place," she'd said when I suggested a picnic. "Trust me."

So here I am, following her little yellow Volkswagen down a dirt road outside of town, past the old Henderson farm, past the creek where I used to fish with Joe, until she pulls off into a clearing and I see it.

A meadow. Wildflowers everywhere— purple and yellow and white— stretching out toward a line of trees in the distance. The kind of place that looks like a painting. The kind of place that makes you remember why you used to care about things like birds and water levels and whether the trout were running.

"Beautiful, right?" Lena's already out of her car, basket in hand, blanket tucked under her arm. Of course she packed everything. Of course she's prepared. That's just who she is.

"Yeah," I say. "It's— yeah."

We find a spot in the middle of the flowers, spread out the blanket, and Lena starts unpacking food like she's hosting a catering event. Sandwiches cut into neat triangles. Little containers of fruit. Some kind of pasta salad. Cookies that look homemade because they definitely are.

"You didn't have to do all this," I say.

"I wanted to." She hands me a sandwich. "Eat."

I eat. It's good. Everything she makes is good.

A butterfly drifts past— orange and black, monarch maybe— and I watch it go. There used to be more of them, I think. When I was a kid, this time of year, you'd see dozens. Hundreds, even. Now I count three in the whole meadow.

"You're thinking," Lena says.

"Sorry."

"Don't be sorry. I like watching you think." She bites into a strawberry. "What are you thinking about?"

"Butterflies." I gesture at the field. "There used to be more."

"Climate change?"

"Something like that."

She nods, like this makes sense. Like everything about me makes sense to her, even the parts I haven't explained.

Joe's voice in my head: You used to care about that stuff. What happened?

What happened is I helped make it worse. What happened is I'm sitting on a pile of money that came from burning the world and I don't know how to fix it and I don't know if I deserve to sit in a beautiful meadow with a beautiful woman when I'm part of the reason there are fewer butterflies.

"Lena."

"Mm?"

"What are you looking for? In—" I gesture between us. "Whatever this is."

She considers the question. Takes her time with it, the way she takes her time with everything.

"I want to have sex," she says. She takes a deep breath and sort of giggles. "Like with a real man. I've had sex– before–" she says this a little stutteringly, like she's not exactly sure whether or not she's actually had sex and my mind starts to wander to inconvenient places– "but not with a – a man. Like, for real. I want… I want someone to take charge."

Damnit.

"You know I'm seeing other people," I say quickly. "And I'm not sure I'm ready for a committed kind of thing–"

"Totally fine!" she says, sort of excitedly, like she can tell she's about to get what she wants and might agree to anything, which means I need to be extra careful. And somehow that gets me even more turned on.

"And I'm clean, got tested, but we should use a condom–"

"Okay!" But she's already standing up and taking off her dress, right here in the middle of the wildflower field and I glance around quickly– but it's just us as far as the eye can see.

Just us, for now.

"Lena," I manage to croak out, "slow down a bit."

Thank fucking god she stills before she can take her bra off. Still as a statue standing before me in just the cutest little white bra and cotton underwear and ankle socks and– goddammit.

I take a breath. Try to get a hold of myself.

"Come here," I say. Softer now. "Show me what you've got."

She drops to her knees. Crawls toward me across the blanket, slow, hesitant, eyes locked on mine like she's waiting for instruction.

I unbutton my jeans. Pull myself out.

"Give it a try."

She reaches out. One small hand, then another. Two tentative strokes.

"Lena." My voice comes out rougher than I mean it to. "I meant your mouth."

And then she's on me.

Too fast, too eager, trying to take me all at once– she coughs, chokes a little, pulls back gasping.

"Easy," I say. I gather her hair back, make a ponytail in my fist. "Let me help."

I guide her down. Slow this time. Let her find her rhythm.

And god– the heat of her mouth, the little breathy sounds she makes, the way she's trying so hard to be good at this– I want to thrust up into her throat but I hold back. Ease up when she chokes, as much as that turns me on, too. Damnit Mike, let her get comfortable.

But then she starts squirming.

I feel it before I see it– her thighs pressing together, her hips rolling, this little whimper around my cock that vibrates all the way through me. She's getting off on this. Not just doing it for me– she's into it.

My hand tightens in her hair. I pull her down a little deeper.

She moans.

I pull harder.

"Ouch!" But she's already pushing back onto me, taking more, and I can feel her trembling–

I yank her off. Have to. Another thirty seconds and I'm done.

"Too good," I say, breathing hard. "Too much."

She looks up at me, lips swollen, eyes glazed. "You liked it?"

"Liked it so much I was about to come down your throat."

"Oh, you can come in my mouth!" She says it so eager, so earnest. "I like it! Can I suck on your penis some more?"

Penis. She said penis. Somehow it's the hottest thing I've ever heard.

"Lena." I cup her face in my hands. Make her look at me. "I want to bend you over and fuck you. Hard. That what you want?"

Her breath catches. Her whole body shudders.

"Please," she whispers. "Yes. Please."

"You tell me if it's too much. Okay? You say stop, I stop."

"Okay."

"Promise me."

"I promise." She's already turning around, getting on her hands and knees, ass in the air– "Please, Mike, I want–"

I press my hand between her shoulder blades. Push her down until her cheek is against the blanket.

"Like this," I say.

"Yes," she breathes. "Yes, like that, please–"

I snick her underwear to the side, not bothering to take them off. Not bothering to smooth her tremors down, not bothering to rub my hands on her soft bare back, not bothering to take my time– at all. I just bury myself in one thrust, hard.

Taking what I need.

She screams.

Not pain– I know that sound– this is something else. Relief. Want. She's clenching around me before I even start to move.

"Oh god," she gasps. "Oh god, Mike, you're so–"

I pull back. Slam in again.

"Yes," she wails. "Yes, like that, harder–"

Harder. She wants harder.

I grab her hips. Dig my fingers in. I'm going to leave marks and I should care about that but I don't– can't– not when she's making those sounds, not when she's pushing back to meet every thrust, not when she's begging–

"Please please please–"

I wanted to be gentle. I wanted to take my time. I wanted to be the kind of guy who makes sure she comes first, who pays attention, who–

She reaches back, grabs my wrist, pulls my hand to her throat.

"Harder," she says. "Please. I can take it."

Fuck.

Fuck.

I spank her, maybe harder than I should, but jus tone swat.

“I’m in charge,” I say, but then she’s moaning so loud, really rolling under me that I have to spank her again and again, trying to keep her from flying off me, trying to edge her harder, spanking one cheek and then the other, in time to my thrust, harder.

I feel it then– the clench, the shudder, she goes tight and then loose and I wrap my hand around her throat, not squeezing, just holding, and that seems to be it, finally, a high keening sound wailing out of her, half sob, half scream– and I can't hold on anymore.

I thrust once, twice, three times and then I'm gone, emptying into her, the whole world going white at the edges.

We collapse onto the blanket. Both breathing hard. Both wrecked.

A butterfly drifts past. Orange and black. Monarch, maybe.

Lena giggles.

"What?" I manage.

"I knew you had it in you," she says, turning to face me. Her cheeks are flushed, her hair's a disaster, and she's smiling like she just won a prize. "The bossy thing. I could tell."

"You could tell."

"Mm-hm." She snuggles into my chest like a cat. "From the first day. The way you looked at me when I cleaned your shoe."

I don't know what to say to that.

So I just hold her, there in the wildflower field, and watch the butterflies– what's left of them– drift by overhead.


CHAPTER 7
[image: ]


Carly's bar hasn't changed in like, ever.

Same sticky countertop. Same neon Budweiser sign buzzing in the window. Same row of taps that Carly swears she's gonna replace "any day now" even though she's been saying that since the day she bought the place. There's a TV mounted in the corner, volume low, tuned to some 24-hour news channel because Carly likes "background noise" and Mike— the other Mike, Mike Jenkinson, not me— likes to yell at the anchors when they say something stupid.

Which is often.

Tonight, though, neither of us is yelling. We're both just staring at the screen, beers warm in our hands because Joe and Carly disappeared into the back room about twenty minutes ago and nobody's been around to pour us fresh ones.

"You think they're—" Mike starts.

"Yep."

"In the middle of⁠—"

"Yep."

"Cool. Cool cool cool."

On the TV, some blonde anchor is talking about cryptocurrency. Bitcoin specifically. There's a graphic showing the price— up again, always up, the number so big it doesn't even look real anymore— and she's saying something about "institutional adoption" and "mainstream acceptance" and "the future of finance."

My stomach turns.

Not because I don't understand it. I understand it too well. I understand it because I was there, back in 2010, when Bitcoin was a joke. A weird little experiment for nerds and libertarians and people who thought the government was gonna collapse any day now. I was working IT for a medical supply company, bored out of my mind, and I stumbled onto this forum where people were talking about "mining" and "hash rates" and "digital gold."

So I started mining. Just for fun. Just to see.

I had a decent rig— built it myself, because that's what you did back then if you were a certain kind of nerd— and I let it run overnight, every night, for months. Watched those little numbers tick up on my screen. 50 Bitcoin here. 50 Bitcoin there. It was like a video game. Like those idle clickers where you just watch resources accumulate while you sleep.

I didn't think about the electricity. Didn't think about what it took to power those servers, to cool them, to keep them running 24/7. Didn't think about the coal plants and the carbon and the⁠—

I didn't think about any of it. I just watched the numbers go up.

And then one day, years later, I checked my old wallet.

And the numbers had really gone up.

"—experts predict continued growth despite regulatory concerns⁠—"

I take a sip of my warm beer. It tastes like guilt.

Here's the thing nobody tells you about getting rich by accident. It doesn't feel like winning. It feels like you got away with something. Like you robbed a bank in your sleep and woke up with the cash under your mattress and now you gotta live the rest of your life knowing you're a criminal, even if nobody else does.

I stopped mining years ago. Couldn't stomach it anymore, once I understood what it was doing. But stopping doesn't undo anything. The damage is done. The coins are still in my wallet. The planet is still⁠—

"MIKEY!"

I jump about a foot off my barstool.

Joe's emerging from the back room, Carly behind him, both of them looking way too pleased with themselves. Carly's lipstick is smeared. Joe's shirt is buttoned wrong. Neither of them seems to notice or care.

"You boys need refills?" Carly asks, already reaching for the taps.

"We needed refills twenty minutes ago," Mike says. "What were you doing back there, inventory?"

"Something like that." Joe grins. "Very thorough inventory. Had to check every shelf."

"Every shelf," Carly agrees. "Twice."

Mike and I exchange a look. The look that says we know exactly what you were doing and we're choosing not to comment.

It's a familiar look. We've had a lot of practice with it.

"Speaking of inventory," Mike says, accepting his fresh beer, "you remember that time with Allison?"

Joe freezes.

"What time with Allison?"

"You know." Mike takes a long sip, innocent. "That time me and Mikey came in early, cause we saw you behind the bar?”

"I don't recall⁠—"

"We figured you were already open, ready for business. And then Allison was... also behind the bar?"

Joe's face is doing something complicated. "She dropped something."

"Uh huh."

"She was looking for it."

"On her knees."

"It rolled under the— it was a—" Joe gives up. "How long have you known?"

"The whole time," I say. "We saw her ponytail bobbing."

"And you never said anything?"

"What were we gonna say? 'Hey Joe, your girlfriend's got great technique'?" Mike shrugs.

Joe stares at us. Then he starts laughing. That big, full-body Joe laugh that makes the whole bar feel warmer.

"You assholes," he says, but he's grinning. ". Three years. Three years you've been sitting on that?"

"We're patient men," Mike says.

"We contain multitudes," I add.

Carly's laughing too, leaning against Joe, and for a minute everything feels normal. Easy. Like maybe I'm just a regular guy at a regular bar with his regular friends, and there's no crypto fortune burning a hole in my conscience, and there's no complicated situation with two women who both work for me, and there's no⁠—

I glance up at the mirror behind the bar. The big one, old and spotty, that lets you see the whole room without turning around.

And I see red hair.

Heather.

She's here. At Carly's. Which is⁠—

Okay, hold on. The only reason I'm even here tonight, hanging out with Mike, ribbing Joe, drinking warm beer— is because Heather told me she couldn't go out. Made it sound like she had a whole thing planned. Self-care night. Washing her hair or whatever. Maybe a face mask situation. I don't know, I didn't ask too many questions because I'm not trying to be that guy.

But she's not at home washing her hair.

She's at a bar. Looking like— well, looking like that. Little black dress. Makeup done. Hair definitely already washed and styled and looking incredible.

She told me she was busy. She made it sound like busy meant staying in. Busy meant alone. Busy meant anything other than being at Carly's on a Friday night looking like she's on a goddamn date.

My stomach clenches.

She's on a date.

She's on a date and it's not with me.

I'm about to look away— because what else am I gonna do, walk over there and say "hey remember me, your fuck buddy?"— when I see who she's with.

Fluffy brown hair. Pink sundress. Big eyes and a soft smile and⁠—

Lena.

Heather's with Lena.

They're sitting in a booth in the back corner. The one with the ripped vinyl seat that Carly keeps saying she's gonna fix. They're close. Closer than coworkers. Closer than friends.

Heather's leaning in, saying something I can't hear, and Lena's laughing— that bright, sunny laugh— and Heather's smiling in a way I've never seen before. Not the predator smile. Not the sly smile. Something softer. Something almost... shy?

Heather doesn't do shy.

I should look away. I should turn around and drink my beer and talk to Mike about literally anything else. The weather. Sports. The geopolitical implications of cryptocurrency regulation. Anything.

I don't look away.

Lena reaches out and touches Heather's hand. Just a light touch, fingertips brushing knuckles, but Heather doesn't pull back. She turns her hand over. Palm up. And Lena traces a line down the center of it, slow, deliberate, like she's reading Heather's fortune.

My mouth goes dry.

Down, boy.

Heather says something else. Lena tilts her head— that head-tilt thing she does, the one that makes you feel like you're the only person in the world— and then she's scooting closer, and their shoulders are touching, and Heather's free hand is coming up to brush a strand of hair behind Lena's ear.

Down. Boy.

This is— I shouldn't be watching this. This is private. This is none of my business. We're NSA, all of us, no strings, no claims, no⁠—

Heather cups Lena's face.

Lena's eyes flutter closed.

And then they're kissing.

Not a peck. Not a friendly little brush of lips. A real kiss. A hungry kiss. Heather's hand sliding into Lena's hair, Lena melting into it— actually melting, going soft and pliant the way she does, the way I now know she does— and Heather's pulling her closer and Lena's letting her, more than letting her, she's leaning in, she's making a sound I can't hear but can imagine, and⁠—

Down fucking BOY.

My jeans are too tight. My chest is too tight. Everything is too tight and too hot and I'm standing here watching my two— my employees— my— whatever they are— kiss each other in the back booth of Carly's bar and I don't know if I want to run away or walk over there or combust on the spot.

Heather pulls back. Says something against Lena's lips. Lena nods, breathless, flushed, and then she glances up⁠—

And sees me.

In the mirror.

Our eyes meet.

She doesn't look away.

She smiles.

And I don't know which head is gonna explode first, but one of them's definitely not gonna make it through the night.


CHAPTER 8


Lena's off today.

I know this because I checked the schedule four times before I left the house. And then once more in the car. And then I sat in the parking lot for ten minutes telling myself I was being insane before finally walking into my own coffee shop like a normal human being who definitely didn't spend all night staring at the ceiling thinking about two women kissing in a bar.

Just Heather today. Just Heather and me and Cicciolina and absolutely no mention of what I saw last night.

Play it cool, Mike.

"Morning," Heather says when I walk in. She's already behind the counter, already in her apron, already pulling shots like nothing happened. Like she didn't have her tongue in Lena's mouth twelve hours ago. Like Lena didn't look at me in the mirror and smile that smile that said⁠—

What did that smile say? I still don't know. I've been trying to decode it all night. Was it "oops, you caught us"? Was it "yeah, and what are you gonna do about it"? Was it "come join us"?

Was it just a smile?

"Morning," I say back. Casual. Normal. Totally normal guy having a totally normal morning.

I go to the back. I do inventory. I count the same stack of cups three times and get a different number each time. I reorganize the syrup bottles by color, then by flavor, then by color again. I sweep a floor that doesn't need sweeping.

Play it cool.

When I come back out front, Heather's chatting with Mrs. Patterson about her grandson's soccer game. Normal. Everything's normal. I slide behind the register like I belong there, which I do, because it's my shop, and I start doing register things. Looking at receipts. Checking the drawer. Register things.

"You okay?"

Heather's appeared beside me. When did she— how does she move so quiet?

"Fine," I say. "Great. Why?"

"You've been staring at that receipt for like two minutes."

I look down. I have, in fact, been staring at a receipt. It's for a medium latte from three days ago. Very interesting receipt.

"Just... doing the books."

"That's not the books. That's a receipt."

"Receipts are part of the books."

"Mike."

She's looking at me with that look. The one that says she knows something's up. The one that makes me feel like she can see right through my skull into the panicked hamster wheel that is my brain.

I should say something. I should say "hey, I saw you last night" or "so, you and Lena, huh?" or "what the hell is going on and also can I watch again, no wait, don't answer that."

What I say is: "How was your night?"

Smooth, Mike. Real smooth.

Something flickers across Heather's face. Too fast to read.

"Good," she says. "Went out."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. With a friend."

A friend. She went out with a friend. A friend she kissed. A friend whose hair she grabbed while she⁠—

"Cool," I say. "Cool cool cool."

"You?"

"Me what?"

"Your night. How was it?"

"Oh. Fine. Went to Carly's. Had a beer. Nothing special."

I can feel the lie sitting between us like a physical thing. She knows I was there. She has to know. Lena saw me. Lena smiled at me. There's no way she didn't tell Heather.

So why isn't Heather saying anything?

Why isn't I saying anything?

The door chimes. Customer. Thank god. I've never been so grateful to see Mr. Hendricks in my life, even if he is going to yell his entire order at me because he refuses to wear his hearing aids.

"LARGE BLACK," Mr. Hendricks announces. "AND ONE OF THEM CHOCOLATE CROISSANTS. THE BIG ONES."

"Coming right up, Mr. Hendricks."

Heather moves to pull the shot. I grab the croissant. We work in silence, efficient, professional, like we haven't both been naked in my bed, like I didn't watch her kiss another woman last night, like everything is fine and normal and not at all incredibly weird.

Mr. Hendricks pays. Mr. Hendricks leaves. The shop goes quiet again.

Heather wipes down the steam wand.

I wipe down the counter.

We don't look at each other.

"Mike," she says finally.

"Yeah?"

"About last night⁠—"

"You don't have to⁠—"

"I want to." She stops wiping. Turns to face me. "I want to explain. But not here. Not—" She glances around the empty shop. "Can we talk? Tonight? Like, actually talk?"

"Like a date?"

"Like a date."

My heart does something stupid. "I thought you were busy."

"I was." She meets my eyes. Holds them. "Now I'm not."

There's something in her expression I can't quite read. Something that looks almost like... nervousness? Heather doesn't do nervous. Heather doesn't do shy. Heather walks into rooms like she owns them and takes what she wants and doesn't apologize.

But right now she's looking at me like she's not sure what I'm going to say.

"Okay," I say. "Tonight. My place?"

"Your place." She nods. Then, softer: "And Mike?"

"Yeah?"

"Don't freak out."

"I'm not freaking out."

"You counted those cups like six times."

"I'm thorough."

She almost smiles. Almost. "See you at eight."

And then she's back to work, pulling shots, greeting customers, acting like everything's normal.

And I'm standing here, holding a rag, thinking:

Don't freak out.

Too late.

She shows up at eight with a bottle of wine and a look on her face I've never seen before.

Not the predator look. Not the sly look. Something... softer. Uncertain. Like she's not sure how this is going to go.

That makes two of us.

"Hi," she says.

"Hi."

We stand there in my doorway like two teenagers at a school dance. Which is insane. We've been naked together. Multiple times. I've had my face between her thighs. She's had her hand around my⁠—

"Can I come in?"

"Right. Yeah. Sorry."

I step aside. She walks past me, and I catch a whiff of her perfume— something warm, something spicy— and my brain does that thing where it stops working for a second.

She sits on my couch. I sit on my couch. Not too close. Not too far. The wine bottle sits on the coffee table between us like a chaperone.

"So," she says.

"So."

Silence.

This is ridiculous. I'm a grown man. I've run a business. I've crossed the country on a motorcycle. I've accumulated enough cryptocurrency to buy a small island. I can have a conversation with a woman I've slept with.

"I saw you," I say. "Last night. At Carly's."

There. Done. Out in the open.

Heather doesn't flinch. Doesn't look away.

"I know," she says. "Lena told me."

"She smiled at me."

"She does that."

"In the mirror. While you were— while you two were⁠—"

"Kissing." Heather says it flat. Matter-of-fact. "Yeah. We were kissing."

I nod. I don't know what to do with my hands. I put them on my knees. That feels weird. I cross my arms. That feels defensive. I settle for gripping my own thighs like a man bracing for impact.

"I'm happy for you," I say.

Heather blinks. "What?"

"You and Lena. If that's— if you're— I mean, we said no strings. NSA. You're allowed to— she's great. Lena's great. You're both great. And if you two are⁠—"

"Mike."

"I just want you to know I'm not— I don't have any claim on— we never said exclusive, and I know I've been with Lena too, and if you're worried that I'm going to be weird about it⁠—"

"Mike."

"I'm being weird about it, aren't I."

"Little bit."

I exhale. "Sorry."

"Don't be." She shifts on the couch. Closer. "Can I tell you something?"

"Yeah."

"I wasn't planning on last night. With Lena. It just— happened. We were talking about you, actually. About the whole situation. About how we both—" She stops. Starts again. "She's not what I expected."

"What do you mean?"

"I thought she was competition. This sweet little thing coming in, stealing all the customers, making you look at her the way you look at her." Heather's jaw tightens. "You know it's one thing to see other people but that was something so– I don't know. Predatory." She snorts. "Expecting me to share."

"Okay."

"But then I actually talked to her. And she's— god, she's so—" Heather laughs, a little helplessly. "She's so fucking earnest. She asked me about my day and actually wanted to know. She complimented my stupid rhinestone top without a single drop of sarcasm. She brought me tea when I was having a shit morning and didn't even make a thing of it."

"That sounds like Lena."

"Yeah." Heather's quiet for a moment. "And then last night, we got drinks, and she was telling me about— about how she sees things. About what she wants. And it's not— she doesn't want to compete with me, Mike. She wants⁠—"

Heather stops. Looks at me.

"She wants to share."

My mouth goes dry.

"Share," I repeat.

"You. Me. All of it." Heather's eyes are locked on mine. "She said— god, this is going to sound insane— she said there's enough of you to go around. That she doesn't want to take you from me. She wants to⁠—"

"Be useful," I finish.

Heather nods. "Yeah. That word. She kept using that word."

I think about Lena in my kitchen, cooking pasta, refilling my wine glass before I noticed it was empty. I think about Lena on her knees, wiping my boot. I think about Lena looking at me in the mirror, smiling that smile.

Maybe more than one someone.

"What do you want?" I ask. "Not Lena. You."

Heather's quiet for a long moment.

"I want—" She stops. Breathes. "I didn't think I wanted this. I'm not— this isn't how I do things. But when I was kissing her last night, all I could think about was⁠—"

"Was what?"

"Was how much I wanted you to be there."

The air in the room changes. Gets heavier. Thicker.

"Heather—"

She pulls out her phone.

"Can I call her?"

I stare at the phone. I stare at Heather. I think about all the reasons this is a bad idea. The complications. The feelings. The potential for everything to blow up in my face.

I think about the guilt I've been carrying, about taking too much. Hoarding.

But this isn't taking. It’s being offered. Invited.

"Yeah," I say. "Call her."

Heather dials. Puts it on speaker. It rings once. Twice.

"Hi!" Lena's voice, bright and eager. "Did you talk to him? What did he say? Is he freaking out? He's freaking out, isn't he. I knew he was going to freak out. I told you he'd⁠—"

"Lena," Heather says. "You're on speaker."

Silence.

Then, smaller: "Oh."

"Hi, Lena," I say.

"Hi, Mike." I can hear the blush in her voice. "So. Um. How much of that did you hear?"

"Enough."

"Cool. Cool cool cool. So you know about— about what we talked about? About⁠—"

"Yeah."

More silence.

"And?" Lena asks. "What do you— I mean— is that something you⁠—"

"Can you come over?" I ask.

Silence. Then:

"I'm already in my car."

Heather laughs. Actually laughs. "You were that sure?"

"I was hopeful," Lena says. "I'm a very hopeful person. It's one of my best qualities. That and my pasta. Did he tell you about my pasta? It's really good. I could bring⁠—"

"Just bring yourself," I say.

"Okay. Okay! I'll be there in ten. Maybe eight. Probably seven if I hit the lights right. Don't start without me!"

She hangs up.

Heather and I look at each other.

"Don't start without her?" I say.

Heather grins. The predator grin. The one I know.

"No promises."
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The doorbell rings seven minutes later.

"That was fast," I say.

"I told you." Heather's already moving toward the door. "She was in her car."

She opens it and there's Lena, still in her yellow sundress, slightly out of breath, cheeks flushed like she ran every red light between here and wherever she was.

"Hi," she says. Then she sees me on the couch. "Hi."

"Hi," I say back.

We're all just standing there. Three people who've all seen each other naked— in various combinations— and suddenly nobody knows what to do with their hands.

Heather laughs. "This is ridiculous. We're all adults."

"Very adult," Lena agrees. "Super adult. Extremely mature adults who are about to⁠—"

"Lena."

"Sorry. Nervous talking."

Heather crosses to her, cups her face the same way she did at the bar. Lena goes still. Quiet. That thing she does— going soft, going pliant.

"You remember what we talked about?" Heather asks.

Lena nods.

"You still want this?"

Another nod. Smaller. Breathier.

"Use your words, baby."

"Yes." It comes out like a prayer. "Yes, I want this. I want— both of you. Please."

Heather looks at me over Lena's shoulder. "You heard her."

I heard her. I'm still not sure my legs work.

"Come here, Mike."

I go. Of course I go. Heather's using that voice— the one that doesn't leave room for argument— and my body's moving before my brain catches up.

And then I'm standing behind Lena, and Heather's in front of her, and we're— god— we're sandwiching this tiny woman between us and she's trembling, actually trembling, and making these little sounds⁠—

"I've got you," Heather murmurs against Lena's mouth. "We've got you."

"Okay," Lena whispers. "Okay okay okay⁠—"

Heather kisses her. Slow at first, then deeper, and I watch— and, man, am I into watching – until Heather reaches back, grabs my hand, and places it on Lena's hip.

"Touch her," she says against Lena's lips. "She wants you to touch her."

So I touch her. My hands sliding up her sides, finding the hem of her sundress, and she shivers when my fingers brush bare skin. Heather's still kissing her, still holding her face, and I'm behind her, pressed against her back, and I can feel every sound she makes vibrating through her body into mine.

"Bedroom," Heather says. Not a suggestion.

We make it to the bedroom. Barely. There's a lot of stumbling, a lot of hands everywhere, and somewhere along the way Lena loses her dress and I lose my shirt and Heather's down to her bra and we all tumble onto the bed in a tangle of limbs.

Heather takes charge. Of course she does.

"Mike. Sit against the headboard."

I sit.

"Lena. On his Mike’s. Facing me."

Lena climbs onto me, her back against my chest, and I can feel her heart racing. Or maybe that's mine. Hard to tell where I end and she begins.

Heather kneels in front of us. Looks at us like we're a present she's about to unwrap.

"God," she says. "Look at you two."

"Heather—" Lena's voice is shaky. "Please⁠—"

"Please what?"

"Please touch me. Please— something— I need⁠—"

Heather smiles. That predator smile. And then she leans in and puts her mouth on Lena, right there, while Lena's sitting in my lap, and Lena arches back against me with a sound that goes straight to my cock.

I'm hard. Obviously. Have been since Lena walked through the door. And Lena's squirming in my lap, grinding back against me while Heather works her with her tongue, and I can't— I don't know what to do with my hands⁠—

"Touch her breasts," Heather says, pulling back just long enough to give the instruction. "She likes that."

I touch her tits. Small and perfect and she gasps when I roll her nipples between my fingers, and then Heather's mouth is back on her and she's moaning and writhing and I'm just— holding on. Trying not to lose it.

"Mike." Heather again, looking up at me, mouth wet. "Fuck her whileI get her off.”

Jesus Christ.

"Lena?" I manage. "That okay?"

"Yes, but– I want Heather–”

"I want to see you fuck her," Heather hisses at me. "I need to see what it's like. So I don't keep imagining it."

She sounds kind of urgent and for a moment I'm not sure how all of this is going to work, and then I just give in and go with it, let Heather soothe Lena as we move into position, and then I'm sliding into Lena from behind while Heather watches, and Lena makes this sound— half sob, half moan— and Heather moves under her, her tongue finding Lena's clit while I'm buried inside her, and⁠—

I can feel Heather's mouth. That's the thing that breaks my brain. Every lick, every suck, I can feel it— the vibration, the pressure— and Lena's clenching around me, coming apart between us, and I'm trying so hard not to⁠—

"Don't hold back," Heather says. "She can take it. Can't you, baby?"

"Yes," Lena gasps. "Yes, I can take it, please, more, I want⁠—"

I start to move. Slow at first, then faster, and Heather's still there, still licking, tickling my balls, and Lena's making sounds I've never heard a human make before and⁠—

"I want to taste you too," Lena says suddenly, reaching for Heather. "Please, can I— while he⁠—"

We move again, Heather on the bed, and me fuckingLena into heather, every thrust pushing her tongue around heather’s pussy, Heather andLEna and me, all moaning together, in tandem, all at once, as one, and Heather's looking at me across Lena's body, and our eyes meet, and⁠—

"Hi," Heather says, almost laughing.

"Hi," I say back.

"This is insane."

"Little bit."

"You okay?"

"I'm—" I thrust into Lena, watch Heather's eyes flutter as Lena does something with her tongue. "I'm so far past okay I don't have a word for it."

"Good." Heather leans forward, grabs my face, kisses me hard while Lena works beneath us. "Now make her come again."

I make her come again.

And then Heather comes, loud and shaking, grinding down on Lena's face.

And then— finally— I let go, buried deep in Lena, the whole world whiting out.
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We're a pile of limbs and sweat and heavy breathing.

Lena's in the middle— of course she is— curled up like a satisfied cat, making these little humming sounds. Heather's on one side, playing with Lena's hair. I'm on the other, staring at the ceiling, trying to remember how to think.

"So," Heather says. "That happened."

"That happened," I agree.

"I liked it," Lena mumbles into Heather's shoulder. "Can we do it again?"

"Give me twenty minutes," I say. "Maybe thirty. I'm not as young as I used to be."

“Zaddy.”

Tomorrow maybe I'll call Joe about that fishing trip.
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