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Like I Like My Coffee

by Nijiiro Sumi (虹色墨)

illustrated by Neru Momochimuchi (百千鞭練)

“I’m telling you, it’s just because you’ve never had good coffee.”

“All right, all right, I said I’d try it…”

I pasted a smile on my face as the next two customers stepped up to the counter. One: white, taller, curvy, long red hair tied back in a ponytail, one eyebrow piercing and one lip piercing, leather jacket. The other: shorter, Asian, short hair, horn-rimmed glasses, plaid shirt.

Conclusion: lesbian couple, possibly hipsters. Not that I could really stereotype, being a pink-haired lady-who-likes-ladies myself. I used to have enough metal in my face to set off the airport alarms, but I got bored with those and went for tattoos instead. I kept the fleshies in my ears, though; can’t let all that stretching go to waste.

“What can I get you ladies?” I asked.

“I’ll have the El Paraiso,” said the redhead.

“And you?” I asked the girlfriend, who appeared to be shrinking, overwhelmed by the chalkboard over my head.

“Something for people who don’t usually like coffee,” suggested the redhead. “No milk, though; she’s lactose-intolerant.”

“I can use soy,” I offered.

“Yeah, but I want her to taste the coffee, not the sugar in the milk! Something black that a non-coffee-drinker might like.”

So not only was her coffee request mildly impossible, she didn’t let her girlfriend even order for herself. Great. I turned to address the girlfriend, who seemed used to this behavior. “What is it that you don’t like about coffee? It’s bitter?” At the expected nod, I went on with my standard so-you-don’t-like-coffee-but-you-want-to-t

ry-some patter, “Okay, I’m gonna suggest the Yellow Bourbon. It’s a city roast, brewed in a French press, and while it holds milk well it doesn’t demand it. Okay?”It was also the most expensive coffee on the menu, at $4.50 a cup, but hey, if girlfriend was paying, let her pay. Sure enough, the redhead didn’t even so much as bat an eyelash, just pulling out her wallet and fishing out a credit card. I rang them up, wrote their names on the cups–ANGELA for the redhead and KIM for the small one–and went on with my morning.But I made sure to pay attention, when their cups were called. Kim made a little curve for the milk-and-sugar bar, but Angela caught her by the arm and tugged her over to a table, no doubt chastising her for wanting to dilute her coffee. (Whatever!) They sat down at a little table with two rickety chairs and sipped their cups. Angela’s lips moved; Kim nodded and took another sip. Then they just sat there for a while, chatting over their cups. I couldn’t see how much coffee Kim drank through the paper cup, but she did take more than one sip.

A job well done, even if her girlfriend was a bit of a douchebag. Well, whatever; none of my business. I’d never see them again.

—–

Actually, I saw Kim the next day, although her girlfriend wasn’t with her. “Hi,” she said, smiling shyly at me. “Can I have the, um, Yellow Bourbon?”
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“Coming right up,” I said, picking up a paper cup. “Kim, right?”

“Yes! Oh, wow, you remembered.”

I shrugged, trying to play it cool. “Well, you were just here yesterday. So you liked it, huh?”

“Yeah! It wasn’t bitter at all.”

I handed the cup off to Kyle to start brewing and gave Kim a sunny smile. I wanted to chat, tell her about how American coffee is often bitter because it’s over-roasted and thus the beans are burned, how our small-batch roaster made sure the beans roasted more evenly without burning, but there was a line behind her and also, she probably didn’t care. “That’s great; maybe we’ll get you up to the dark roast eventually. Can I help who’s next?”

Kim moved off to the side to wait for her coffee, clutching her messenger bag against her stomach. God, she was pretty cute. Too bad she was taken by a jerk.

—–

I had the next day off, but I didn’t see Kim when I came back, either. I shrugged my shoulders and went on with my life…for three days, when Kim showed up again, this time with Angela in tow. I sighed and picked up a cup. “The usual, Kim?”

Kim looked surprised, then giggled. “Actually, I thought I’d try something different today. The, um, the dark roast?”

“Jumping in the deep end, huh?” I scribbled on Kim’s cup. “What about you?” I asked Angela.

Angela’s eyes darted in between us. Uh-oh; jealous girlfriend on the horizon? I’d better reel it in. “Espresso.”

“Coming right up.” I passed the cups off to Josh and punched buttons on the register. “That’ll be $5.50.”

“Oh, we’re paying separately,” said Angela, who already had her card out. Kim was still fishing around in her bag.

Hmmm; trouble in paradise? “Sorry.” I canceled out the transaction. “That’s $2.50 for the espresso, then, and $3.00 for the dark roast.”

Angela paid with card, while Kim fished three crumpled one-dollar bills out of her bag. “What’s your name?” she blurted out. When I made eye contact with her, surprised, she looked like she was about to pass out. “Um, I mean, you know my name, but I don’t know yours, it seems kinda weird…”

“Sorry,” I said. “My name’s Nikki.”

“Pleased to meet you, Nikki.” And Kim gave me such a brilliant smile that I felt like I might pass out, myself.

—–

Kim came in alone the next day–they must’ve lived somewhere in the neighborhood–but I was making coffee that day, not behind the register. I managed to make eye contact with Kim, who waved; I smiled back. She ordered the dark roast again. Coffee must be growing on her, or maybe it was just that the dark roast was significantly cheaper than the Yellow Bourbon.

“Kim!” I called out when her coffee was ready. She bounced up from her seat to take it, and I saw that she had a sketchbook open on the table. We handed our coffees over the high wall behind the machine, Starbucks-style, so I pushed her coffee over but left my hands up top, so that I could peer over the counter. “Oh, are you an artist?”

“Yeah.” She turned shy again. “I thought maybe I’d start working here. Get out of the house, you know?”

“Cool,” I said, wishing I had something clever to say in rejoinder. Like, hey, I’m an artist too! (A total lie.) Or, oh, I like to draw. (Also a lie. Well, maybe I liked to draw, but that didn’t mean I was any good at it. My stick figures always looked drunk and deformed.) Asking to see her art seemed kind of intrusive. Artists didn’t always like to show off, and besides, I was just a barista.

Kim went back to her table. She pulled an iPhone out of her bag, put her earbuds in, and occupied herself with picking her playlist, or whatever. I silenced the impulse to ask her what kind of music she liked to listen to and went back to work, though I spent the next hour wanting to dump a hot cup of coffee over my own head.

—–

It went on like that for a few weeks, maybe over a month; you know how it is, the days just blur together and the next thing you know, you have no idea where February went. It was like that. Kim came in a lot, just to order a cup of coffee and then sit at a table in the corner, drawing, sometimes in her sketchbook and sometimes on an iPad. Angela came with her occasionally, and then they’d order coffees and maybe a pastry and sit together, talking about laughing about something. But most of the time it was Kim by herself, and she’d stay the whole afternoon. Probably she lived nearby and was a student or made a living off of her art or her parents paid her rent for her, who knew. Angela must work during the day.

My suspicions were actually confirmed by Angela herself. One day I was clearing cups from the table behind them when I heard Angela say, “Have you been working here every day?”

“Yeah,” Kim replied. “It’s convenient. It’s close to home.”

I was dying to know where Kim lived, but it really wasn’t any of my business. It would’ve looked weird if I asked if Kim lived in the neighborhood–well, no, I knew she lived in the neighborhood now, and now I actually wanted to know specifically where she lived, which would be…weird, and kinda creepy. Creepier if I were a guy.

Angela made an affirming noise and took a sip of her coffee. She always came in and ordered the drip of the day, black. She glanced up at me, then back at Kim. Dismissive. “Any vacancies in your building yet? I wanna get out of my place. I hate my roommates.”

They didn’t live together? Well, that was a surprise.

“If there are, I haven’t heard of any. It’d be so awesome if we lived in the same building! We’d be like one of those crazy sitcoms, always over at each other’s places, knocking on each other’s doors in the middle of the night, driving the neighbors crazy!” Kim laughed. It made me smile despite myself. She laughed with her mouth open and her eyes squinched up.

Okay, that was it. I paused by their table, empty plates in hand, and asked: “Sorry, I couldn’t help overhearing. Do you live in the neighborhood? ‘Cause I do, too.”

Kim’s eyes widened, and she resumed that hunched-shoulder, shy little pose that she usually used. She opened up more around Angela. It made my stomach dance a little. “Oh, um, yeah! Just, just down the street, you know the big green building? The Thomson?”

“Shut. Up.” I set the plate down on their table before I dropped it. “I live there too!”

“Seriously?” asked Kim.

“No!” exclaimed Angela. “Which unit?”

The Thomson was actually two buildings joined by a center courtyard. I lived in the A building, in a two-bedroom I shared with another person, while Kim lived in one of the studios in the B building, which explained why we never saw each other. Each building had separate laundry rooms, so it wasn’t like we would’ve run into each other there.

“I’m a homebody, anyway,” Kim mumbled, with a nervous, sheepish little giggle. “I mean, I mostly just stay cooped up, drawing…even when I go out I’m always drawing…”

Angela reached over and ruffled Kim’s hair, which Kim bore with a sort of dignified humor. She wrinkled her nose at Angela afterward; Angela just laughed.

“We could totally hang out sometime,” Angela suggested, sitting back in her chair and sticking her legs straight out under the table. She had really long legs. Suddenly, she gave Kim a little kick. Not sharp serious, more like a tap with the toe of her boot to Kim’s ankle. “Hey, we should have tea at your place. You have that kickass tea from China. You’re always talking about how you need more people over to drink it.”

For some reason Kim looked really distraught by this idea. “Oh…um…” She looked pleadingly up at me.

“I love tea,” I lied. Actually, I don’t get tea at all. It tastes like flavored water. I mean, it is flavored water–so is coffee, for that matter–but it should taste more like flavor than water, you know? And it’s not even really good flavor.

“Awesome. It’s a date.” Angela grinned at Kim, fierce and white. I was totally missing some nuance here. “Tea at Kim’s place…when’s your next day off?”

“Thursday,” I said.

“Great. Thursday at…4pm? That’s traditional tea time, right?” Angela’s grin was relentless.

Kim shook off her shocked stupor long enough to glare at Angela. “If you’re British.”

I laughed and took the plate away to the kitchen.

—–

Angela gave me both their numbers, so I texted Kim on the morning of to make sure we were still on for 4pm. of course! she texted back, and then that afternoon I realized I didn’t actually know which unit she lived in. So I had to text her about that, and then she didn’t text me until 4:10 (probably checking her phone wondering where I was). So I was late.

“Is Angela running late too?” I asked, toeing my shoes off at the door in response to the pile of shoes I saw tossed carelessly into a plastic blue milk crate.

The studio was tiny, which was how I was reasonably certain that Angela wasn’t there, unless she was hiding in the darkened bathroom with the door open. The “kitchen” was one corner of the studio with a single counter, along with the tiniest stove I’d ever seen (I didn’t even know they came that small) and an office fridge. The bed was a murphy bed that pulled down from the wall, and that took up half of the remaining space. The rest of it was just enough room for a battered loveseat and a scratched, weathered folding end table. The floor was tile, which Kim walked around on in her socked feet.

“She’s, um, she’s coming later.” Kim was at the kitchen sink, filling an electric kettle and setting it to boil. A white porcelain teapot sat on the counter. “She, uh, something held her up at work.”

“Oh.” I sat in the loveseat, which was the only available seating in the room, other than the bed. But sitting on the bed seemed kind of presumptuous. It was a rumpled mess of sheets and duvet right now, with a Macbook perched on top of it like an monarch surveying its kingdom. “So, tell me about this tea.”

“Well, uh, it’s an oolong tea from the Fujian province of China where my dad lives.” Kim cleared her throat. “They’re famous for a type of oolong there that they call 鐵觀音. That’s, um, that translates to ‘Iron Guanyin.’ Guanyin’s this goddess, or something. So, uh, the thing about oolong teas is that they actually taste better after successive pours. So a little bit before four, I actually boiled the water and filled the teapot, and then poured it out. I guess that also cleans the tea leaves, or something? I dunno, I’m just getting rid of the first pour so that we can get to the better pours faster. If I were myself I’d drink it, just so I’m not wasting it, but for guests it’s different.” She shut her mouth with an audible snap of her jaw. “Sorry. I’m talking too much.”

“No, no, it’s really interesting,” I blurted into the resulting silence. “So you’re really into tea, huh?”

“Not really.” Kim stared down at the counter. She was dressed in a red t-shirt with a red heart on the front and little white shorts. Her legs somehow managed to be eight miles long despite Kim herself being barely over five feet tall. “I mean, my dad is, I guess. He’s the one who told me all this stuff.”

“I’ve never had a tea ritual performed for me before,” I admitted. I crossed one of my legs over the other and laced my fingers together over my knee. “I’ve only ever had tea in bags.”

Kim made a little derisive noise at that, like an ugh. “I mean, that can be okay…if I drink black tea I drink it from a teabag because I don’t really care about black tea…but when it comes to the Asian teas, I guess I care more. Because I’m Asian.” She gave a high, nervous little giggle that made me smile.

The kettle was starting to roar. Kim reached over and forced the kettle to click with her finger–even though it clearly hadn’t reached a rolling boil yet–and poured the water into the teapot. She took down two mismatched mugs from the cupboard above, then just stood there for maybe half a minute, tapping her fingers on the counter and obviously counting under her breath. When the time was up, she poured out two mugs and brought them over to the couch, setting them on the rickety little end table.

“Careful, it’s still hot,” she murmured; the cups were steaming, even though the water hadn’t been boiling when she poured it.

I took the closer mug gingerly; the side of the mug had a snowman on it. I blew on the surface of the tea. The next breath I took, I could smell the tea: it was amazingly fragrant, and it had a floral quality without actually smelling like flowers. Like, it didn’t smell like jasmine tea or anything. “Wow, it smells really good.”

“The smell is one of my favorite parts.” Kim blew a little bit on her tea too, but then she just held it in both her hands on her lap.

I couldn’t wait. I took a careful sip, trying to get only the surface of the tea. It was hot all right, scalding my tongue a little, but I could taste it. It was a very underwhelming sort of flavor, which was the reason I didn’t really like tea. I’m a coffee kinda girl, and it’s because I like also like curry and Mexican food, you know? Tea’s for prissy people who can’t handle a lot of caffeine and a little bit of darkness. “It’s nice.”

She smiled at me, which kinda took my breath away a little. “The next pour will be better.”

—–

Okay, the third pour was better, but the fourth pour was fucking amazing. I noticed that they were really short steep times, too, not the 3-5 minutes that they recommended on Bigelow teabags but these 30-second brews. And yet the flavor that came out of those tiny brews was green and fragrant, blooming across the tongue in a way that I didn’t know tongue could do. It wasn’t bold, not in the same way that Indian food is bold, and it still tasted like flavored water, but like really good flavored water. And I didn’t feel buzzed in the same way that I did after a cup of coffee, but I did definitely feel…alert. Awake. We’d been talking about nothing in particular: our favorite flavors of donuts (mine was old-fashioned; hers was any donut with sprinkles); good places to buy red velvet cupcakes (we both liked Cupcake Cove); different coffee roasts and what that meant (me explaining terms to her); seasonal fruits (how coffee beans also have growing seasons, and that segued into mango season and strawberry season and apple season); our favorite authors (it’s always hard to choose just one).

“Hey,” I said, realizing it was almost 5:30. “Is Angela coming or what?”

Kim froze at that and placed the teapot back down, even though her cup was only half full. She took a deep breath and sat up straight, her hands on her knees. “Actually, she’s not coming,” she said without looking at me.

“Huh?” I cradled my cup in my hands. “What, like, she’s bailing?”

Kim bit her lip and still didn’t look at me. I became very still. I wondered if I should put my cup down in case I ended up spilling something, but I also didn’t want to move in case that broke whatever surface tension was holding this tableau together.

“Actually, Angela set this up.” Kim’s ears, I saw, were turning bright red. I watched in fascination. “She, um, sh-she knows that I, I, I, um, I have a crush on you. And so she. Set this up.”

I was watching that red spread from her ears down to the rest of her face and almost missed the content of the actual words. “Wait, you–what?”

Kim didn’t answer, possibly because she was trying not to bolt from the room. I went on, hastily, putting my cup down because spillage did seem imminent. “You have a cr–but I thought you and Angela–aren’t you together?”

That spurred Kim into action. She whipped her head around to stare at me, saucer-eyed, like a cat that’s just been startled by a loud noise and now all the fur on its neck is standing on end. “Angela and–no! God, no! We’re friends, we’ve known each other since we were eleven years old!”

I stared at Kim for a few seconds before I felt the corners of my mouth tremble and I broke into helpless giggles. “Oh my God, that explains–I thought–you were so close, and she was so–I just assumed!”

Kim belted out a laugh, too. “Oh my–okay, I can totally see where you got that idea, hahaha, oh my God, I can’t believe–” She let out an undignified snort, which just caused me to laugh harder, and that created a feedback loop where we both giggled until tears leaked out of the corners of our eyes.

I swiped my fingers across my eyes and sniffled. “Oh. Whew. Okay. So, you have a crush on me, huh?”

“Yup.” Kim avoided my gaze again. I smiled. This I knew how to handle, and it started with taking off her glasses. She started and gave me a huge-eyed owl look, backed up against the arm of the loveseat, and I just kept pressing forward until our noses were just inches apart.

“I’m gonna kiss you, okay?” I said.

Kim swallowed. “Okay,” she said, her lips soundlessly moving, and I kissed her.

Not gonna lie, it was super awkward, in the way that kisses often start out super awkward, when two people are still trying to figure out how they fit together. But I kept at it, because I’ve learned that it doesn’t pay to get discouraged with kisses too quickly, and sure enough, it turned out she just needed some warming up. Then it was nice, tentative and a little bit clumsy, like kissing in high school and college, and then I decided to try putting my hand up her shirt.

Kim yipped. I backed off. “Sorry, sorry, was that not–”

“No, it’s okay,” she said, sounding a little out of breath. “I was just surprised.”

So I put my hands against her skin, which was soft and smooth underneath her shirt, making my touches firm in case she was ticklish. She had a little belly, which I loved to cup. I undid her bra with a level of skill that I’m sure’s the envy of many a teenage boy, and slipped my hand in there to touch her breasts. They were small and pert and adorable, just barely palmfuls, and I decided I wanted her shirt off so I could see them properly.

She had hardly any tan line: unsurprising for an artist who spent most of her daylight hours cooped up either in her apartment or in a coffeeshop, drawing. I just wanted to run my hands all over her, but she was tugging at my shirt now, muttering something like “no fair” or “now you,” so I had to stop and pull my shirt off, and then she spent way too long undoing my bra. I had to laugh at her a little, and she stopped and ducked her head, clearly flushing all the way up to her roots. “Sorry, sorry,” I said, “here let me turn around.”

“No, I got it,” she muttered, and sure enough, she did, once she’d calmed down enough to concentrate, and we dropped both our bras and shirts on the floor.

Kim spent a lot of time dwelling over my tattoos, which went up both arms and stopped at the shoulder. No chest or back tattoos for me, not yet, anyway. The one on the left arm was a phoenix, its long red tailfeathers swirling down my forearm; the one on the right arm was that famous wave by Hokusai that turned into a cascade of cherry blossoms that rained down to my wrist. “Did they hurt?” she asked.

“Like a bitch,” I answered. “Worth it, though.”

“They’re beautiful,” she murmured, and she leaned down and kissed the phoenix right on its beak, shyly. It made me pause and catch my breath. Then I held it as she trailed her lips down between my breasts, which were significantly bigger than hers, and then down to my belly, which was also significantly bigger than hers. She put her hands at the waistband of my jeans and just left them there. “Uh, actually, can you do this? I’m afraid it’s gonna turn out like the bra…”

I laughed, but in the nicest way I knew how, and we pulled apart for a few moments to kick off our respective jeans. She had the cutest panties, white with little strawberries on them, I don’t even know where she found those. I just had on boring boyshorts from Old Navy, with the blue stripes. If I’d known I was getting laid, I would’ve worn something cuter. Kim didn’t seem to care, though–it’s not like anyone cares about how cute your underwear is, when they’re in the process of taking it off–and she pulled off her own panties, so I took that as my cue and took mine off, too.

Then we were both naked, which is always awkward when it’s still light outside. It was a little cold, so we pressed up against each other and kissed some more, running our hands all over each other. It’d been a long time, and I’d almost forgotten how nice it was to have someone touching me with their hands and their mouth, exploring all the crevices of my body that I’d almost forgotten about, like the undersides of my arms and the small of my back and the dimples underneath my knees. I was getting nice and wet, which made me a little self-conscious about being on her couch, but I didn’t want to break the mood by suggesting we move to the bed.

“Um.” Kim pulled away a bit. “Do you want to move to the bed.”

“Oh, thank God you suggested it,” I breathed.

There was more room on the bed, too–once Kim cleared off the books and the Macbook–to really spread out and go over each other. Kim was wet, too, it turned out, and I got it all over my fingers as Kim squirmed. I circled her clit, smirking at her as she squealed and wriggled, and then I slid down and went down on her, making sure to make it good and sloppy. Her clit seemed to be really sensitive, possibly too sensitive, so I made sure to circle more than I touched the clit itself. I spread her open and licked inside, too, as far as I could go, which made her sigh and her breath hitch, and finally when I got tired I propped myself up on my elbows and used my fingers. “Do you have any toys?” I asked. “Like, a vibe or anything?”

She nodded, though it seemed to take her a minute to process my question. Testament to my talents, of course. “C-cabinet.” She flopped her her hand up and to the left. The murphy bed came out of a wardrobe, and I opened up the cupboard to the left and found a vibrator just sitting on the shelf, along with a pile of condoms. I tore one open, rolled it over the vibrator, and went back to the task at hand, which was getting Kim the fuck off.

It didn’t take long with the vibe, and I felt really smug as I watched her back arch and her breath catch in her throat. I turned off the vibe as soon as she was down to erratic twitching. The condom was covered in slick that hadn’t been there before, and I pulled it off and tried to aim it into the trash can. I missed, and winced.

“Oh God.” Kim scrubbed both her hands over her face. “Oh my God.”

“I know.” I leaned over Kim to get another condom out of the cabinet and flashed her a devilish grin. “The next one’ll be better.”


Arcadian Infusions: A Flavour Just For You

by Kirisaki Nizuki (霧崎弐透)

The little cafe was about two hours out of town. It wasn’t the easiest place to get to, especially without a car; it took Crys three transfers to get to the nearest bus stop, and from there she still had to walk a good twenty minutes along dirt roads. She’d brought a book, though, and it was a beautiful day, so she didn’t really mind the journey.

There was only one problem. Crys had been sitting at the ornate, wrought-iron table for what must have been half an hour now and Tarah was nowhere in sight. While she waited, she was trying to keep boredom at bay by watching the other customers on the terrace.

The colourful sun dresses and elaborate hats fit in pretty well with the marigolds and morning glories that surrounded the little patio. An elegant, middle-aged women was staring at her from her table under a nearby trellis whenever she wasn’t staring back. This wasn’t the first person to do that, either. Crys’s outfit may have been comfortably inconspicuous in the city, but out here her dark jacket and acid-washed jeans made her feel like graffiti in Monet’s gardens.

It had been Tarah who had invited her here in the first place. Crys had been skeptical—tea and scones in the countryside wasn’t really her idea of exciting. She had half expected to find a quaint little shop with the requisite handicrafts and heritage plaques. Her nose wrinkled as the word ‘picturesque’ came to mind, as if anyone in their twenties would want a picture of such a place.

Now that she was here, though, she felt rather relaxed. The air was pleasantly cool on her skin, the leaves stirred gently in the breeze, and the sunlight made everything seem so vivid. It reminded her a bit of one of those commercials for HD television, she felt a bit guilty to admit.

But there was still no sign of her friend. Knowing Tarah, something new and shiny had probably caught her eye. She would often get excited about something one week, talk it up day after day to Crys on the phone, then they’d set a date, and by the time Crys finally started to look forward to it, Tarah would have forgotten all about it and moved on. It was like they were operating in different time zones.

Making sure to avoid the judgmental gazes of the customers who didn’t look so obviously out of their element, Crys turned toward the only building in sight. She wondered absently what the owners of the old manor house would have thought to see their country estate turned into a cafe.

The red brick building was three storeys high, with small, white-trimmed windows. A long, shaded porch wrapped around from the front to an old screen door near the terrace, and at the back corner was a cute little tower with a pointed roof. It certainly had more charm than some of the reclaimed industrial cafes frequented by hipsters in town.

A waitress came by for what must have been the fifth time since Crys had arrived. This one was young and homely, with a round face, a winning smile, and a long auburn braid worn over one shoulder. Each time it was someone different, forcing her to explain yet again that her friend hadn’t arrived, and to endure yet again that look of pity that suggested she’d been stood up.

Okay, well maybe that was more Crys’s imagination than anything. This waitress seemed particularly happy to see her, though, and her eyes twinkled as she smiled.

“Hi there,” she said, “Welcome to Arcadian Infusions. My name’s Violet.”

“I’m sorry,” said Crys, “I’m waiting for a friend. Or at least I was— Who am I kidding, I should probably just head home.” She slid the chair back to stand up, but to her surprise Violet sat down in the chair opposite her.

“Well then, you need wait no longer,” said Violet, leaning forward with her elbows on the table. “I love making new friends. Is this your first time here? I don’t recognize you.”

“No,” said Crys, a bit taken aback. “I mean, yes, technically. My friend’s been here before—she recommended it.”

“Wonderful!” said Violet. “We’re always glad to have new visitors. What’s your name?”

“Crystal, but I usually just go by Crys.”

“Crystal,” said Violet. “That’s a beautiful name! I love it.”

Crys rolled her eyes. She never really liked how it sounded in two syllables. Unfortunately, everyone else invariably did.

“Shall I get you some tea? What’s your preference?”

“I really should get going,” said Crys.

“I insist. We have some really delicious varieties this week. It’s your first visit, so it’s on the house. Wait here and I’ll bring you a menu.”

As Violet went back into the manor, Crys thought over the fanciful story Tarah had told her. She claimed to have discovered that certain keywords, when spoken to the staff, granted her access to more prestigious and intimate dining rooms inside the manor. Crys thought she was full of crap—she had probably just chatted up one of the waitresses and been offered a different table.

Looking up at the large bay window near the back of the house, Crys could indeed see a few shadows moving around inside. On such a beautiful day, though, who would want to sit inside?

“Here you go, Crystal,” said Violet, returning with a little chalkboard. On it were written the names of a half-dozen types of tea, with descriptions in a narrow, pencil-width script. “The genmai tea is a personal favourite, if you’d like to give it a try.”

Tarah had said to wait for her and not use the keywords without her, but Crys was fed up with waiting. It was time to see if Tarah had just been leading her on to get her to show up. She made a show of examining the board for a moment, reading over the columns once or twice before answering.

“You know, I think I’d like to try one of your house blends,” she said, stressing the words for dramatic effect. She probably sounded like an idiot, but she was curious to see whether Tarah had been messing with her or not.

To her surprise, Violet’s eyebrows rose and she grinned a knowing smile. “Ooh, a house blend on the house. Interesting. I suppose that works. Please come with me.” Moving the braid around to her other shoulder, Violet turned back toward the manor.

Crys followed her up the wide steps to the screen door. Tarah had said that asking for a house blend let you dine indoors, where they had a different selection of tea. Crys was beginning to wonder why such an elegant cafe needed to resort to such cheesy gimmicks. A shame—she had just started to like the place too.

Violet held the door for her as she entered. The bright sun outside cast diagonal rays down through the windows, making the most of the inside seem dark and dusty in contrast. Crys could see a few well-dressed women quietly sipping tea in a tastefully furnished room to the left, but Violet went to the right and lead her up a long and narrow spiral stairwell in what must have been the little tower.

“This way,” said Violet, leading her down a second-floor corridor, the light from the tall windows they passed casting veritable walls of dust. The whole hallway smelled like cedar. They passed through what looked like a guest bedroom, then out another door onto a surprisingly wide balcony with four sets of wooden tables and chairs, all painted white. While the tables out on the terrace had been full, here only one was occupied.

Crys stood in the doorway and gaped. From the terrace below, she hadn’t seen anything more than a few small windows on the second floor—certainly no balcony, let alone one this wide.

“Here you are, Crystal,” said Violet, pulling out a chair for her at a table in the corner opposite the occupied table. Before sitting, Crys walked over to the white balustrade and looked down toward the gardens. The trees and flowers, fences and arches, they all looked the same from up here, but there were no guests and no tables in sight.

Blinking twice, Crys figured she must have gotten turned around on the staircase. She was probably on the other side of the house. Symmetrical garden layouts were pretty common out here in the country, weren’t they?

“A house blend, on the house,” announced Violet as if the words themselves tasted sweet. Once Crys sat down, Violet handed her a small card with four handwritten blends listed on it. “Which would be your pleasure?”

Crys looked at the list. The names were a little different from the familiar ones downstairs.

“No prices?” she said.

“On the house,” Violet reminded her.

“I don’t know,” said Crys, mouthing the syllables of the names as if re-reading them would help her deduce their ingredients. “What’s in them?”

Violet smiled. “Now now, if we gave away the contents of our blends, they wouldn’t be unique house blends anymore, would they.”

“Hm,” thought Violet aloud. “What are those two having?”

Violet turned to look at the two women sitting at a table nearby gazing into each other’s eyes. They seemed to be enjoying their tea so much, they could have been in an advertisement for Twinings.

“Ah, the Virgin Pekoe. Excellent choice. Would you like to try it?”

Crys swallowed, fidgeting in her chair. “Um,” she said, looking back at the little sheet, “Actually, I’ll try the, uh, Sugar and Spice Chai.”

“Sure thing,” said Violet, nodding slowly as she took the sheet back, a hint of a smirk crossing her face. “I’m sure you’ll love it. I’ll be back shortly with your tea.”

—

While Violet was getting the tea, Crys looked out across the countryside, gently-tapered hills, dotted with stands of ash and maple. Tarah had described some kind of sitting room with a beautiful fireplace, but surely she would have said something about an enormous balcony, especially one with such a gorgeous view.

According to Tarah’s story, once they got to the sitting room, they had to ask about the oolong tea on the menu, and then something about fermentation—Crys couldn’t quite remember. This wasn’t the sitting room, though, and there was no oolong on the menu at all. Maybe it had been a special the week that Tarah had visited.

Or maybe Tarah was just making the whole thing up. She’d always been one for theatrics. Crys had first met her in high school. She’d been playing Gwendolen Fairfax in The Importance of Being Earnest, and Tarah had starred opposite her in the role of Cecily. It was one of her fondest memories from high school. Tarah’s hair had been so beautiful when it was braided up, sort of like Violet’s, only blonde.

“I love your hair,” she said as Violet returned with a tray. “The sun really brings out the reddish tint.”

Violet looked a little surprised as she set the teapot on the table. “Oh, I’m glad,” she said, “I take care to brush it every morning.” Crys’s hair was short-cropped and dyed jet black; it was easier to take care of that way. “To tell you the truth, Crystal, yours looks a lot more fun.”

Crys smiled as Violet began pouring her a cup of the tea. It was in a tinted glass teapot, so she could see the little seeds and spices swirling around as Violet expertly decanted just the right amount, so quickly and yet so smoothly, with not a single drop missing its mark.

She then crouched down beside Crys—her hair smelled of flower—and set a slotted spoon across the rim of the teacup. Placing a tiny sugar cube on it, she poured a stream of milk over it with a flourish, leaving nothing but the empty spoon once it let up.

The ritual now complete, Violet put the spoon aside and turned back toward the house. “Enjoy.”

Crys sat wide-eyed, staring at the teacup. A look of amusement from the other couple lingered for a moment before they returned to silent conversation. Crys just shook her head, contemplating the strange kind of company Tarah keeps.

Lifting her cup, she watched the wispy clouds of milk chase each other around the liquid until they faded into a diffuse beige fog. Wrinkling her nose, she sniffed the concoction, taking in a slight whiff of cinnamon. For a moment she thought it might just be a common masala chai—until the liquid reached her tongue, that is.

As it coursed through her mouth, it seemed to awaken every taste bud it touched, its aroma filling her nostrils, making it feel like she was swimming in a sea of spice. She became lost in the taste, as if the flavour were permeating her every pore, until she noticed that she’d reached the bottom of the cup.

The feeling was gone as abruptly and mysteriously as a vanishing dream. She remembered its having persisted, yet the memory itself was transient and insubstantial, and the more she tried to grasp at it with her mind, the more it faded, until she was left with nothing but a vague sense that it had tasted indescribably delicious.

It was then that she noticed the sun had taken a trip, and she was now sitting in the shadow of the manor, her erstwhile fellow customers having left at some point during her reverie. The teacups were completely empty now; not even a faint brown circle was left to show a trace of the delicious liquid they had contained.

She stared at the empty teapot on the table, the dregs of the spices arranged like a tasseographic work of art around a perfect little cluster of star anise. She hadn’t remembered so much as reaching for it, let alone pouring out any more.

Violet returned a moment later. “It looks like you enjoyed that,” she said, grinning as she collected the holloware.

“What was that?” asked Crys with mild incredulity.

“That,” said Violet, “was the Sugar and Spice Chai.”

Crys sifted over the words in her still-cloudy mind. “How do you make it?”

Violet was looking from one of her eyes to the other expectantly, so Crys explained: “I’ve made chai before, but never anything that tasted like that. I’d love to be able to make one like that myself.”

Violet was still staring at her, but then the hint of a smile began to pull at the corner of her mouth. “All right,” she said. “Come find me inside when you’re ready. I’ll show you.”

—

When her head had cleared a bit, Crys stood up and stretched. The shadow had crept further across the porch, enveloping it almost entirely. Had she dozed off? Surely Violet would have come to get her if it had been too long. Or had she come by and just decided to let her sleep?

She still felt a little light-headed. She looked up at the manor house, wondering where Violet had gone. The sun was now even further from its zenith, blocked entirely by the manor’s triangular central roof. It cast a foreboding shadow over most of the porch.

Movement drew her eye up to a third floor window. It looked like a woman was watching her from a behind a set of red curtains, but it was hard to make out any details.

When Crys went back into the house, things looked a bit different than she remembered. She tried to retrace her steps, but at the end of the corridor, where the spiral staircase should have been, there was nothing but a three-by-four painting of a staircase on an otherwise-bare wall.

Crys stood at the dead end for a moment, trying to orient herself. She had never been great with directions. Tarah was like a human compass, but Crys usually got her bearings from landmarks. That certainly wasn’t helping her today—the rooms and paintings must have looked different in the morning sun.

As she wandered the halls, she counted six bedrooms, three bathrooms, and two linen closets on this floor, along with a few locked doors. Everything was bright and cheerfully decorated, but empty. She heard giggling from one of the locked doors, but when she knocked on it, the sound simply stopped, with no one coming to unlock it.

Crys sat down on an old chest at the end of the meandering hall and took a deep breath. This big old house was playing tricks on her, and Tarah’s stories didn’t help. After a short rest, she got up and began searching once again, going up and down stairs and passages until she felt completely lost.

At length, she came upon a rather unusual and luxurious bathroom. While small, it was made entirely of impeccably clean, light-coloured wood. To one side, small streams of water cascaded down from little holes in the ceiling over a miniature pile of quartz-like stones, and down into a grate in the floor.

A glass sink and cabinet were embedded into the opposite wall, and strangely, a rope ladder ascended through what looked like a trapdoor in the ceiling from which she could hear the sound of someone humming. The entire room smelled like flowers.

“Hello?” called Crys, tentatively peering up at the trapdoor.

The humming stopped. “Up here,” came a woman’s voice.

Crys climbed up the ladder and found herself in another bathroom, this one almost entirely taken up by a small hot tub that looked as if it had been fashioned from the bottom half of an enormous barrel. This must have been the source of the water in the installation below.

Standing beside the tub, Violet was wearing nothing but a fluffy white towel, carefully tying some of the eponymous flowers into her unwound braid. Crys stood dumbfounded with her head poking up through the trapdoor.

“There you are,” said Violet, crouching down to offer her a hand up. “I’ve been waiting.”

As she climbed up into the room, Crys averted her eyes and instead looked intently at the huge half-barrel pool. “I hope not long,” she said. The image of Violet’s half-naked form remained etched into her mind, even as she stared at the steaming water.

“Not at all,” said Violet. “You’re just in time.”

Violet began undressing her as deftly as she had poured her tea earlier. As Crys made no effort to resist, within seconds she was completely nude, though she was still staring intently at the pool as she felt the white towel drop at her feet.

“Come on, Crystal, the water’s just perfect,” said Violet, stepping into the pool and Crys’s sight.

The water was waist-high. Violet’s hair draped down over her breasts and brushed the water’s surface playfully. Her auburn curls, darkened a bit by the steam, only slightly obscured the shape and contours of her skin. A few of the little flowers came loose and floated across the water, moving in a slow circle around her.

Crys took a single step forward and stopped. Her eyes traced the smooth curves of Violet’s torso until they reached her hips, where the curves shimmered into the rippling water. Unlike Tarah’s physique, all bold and angular lines, Violet’s seemed soft yet firm, confident yet welcoming.

Taking Violet’s outstretched hand, Crys stepped gingerly into the water. The heat felt almost scalding to her bare toes at first. Violet took hold of her other hand too and drew her closer. The lightly swirling heat caressed Crys’s legs as she came to waist height, the water’s quivering surface tickling her hips.

Her fingers intertwined with Violet’s, their bodies mere inches apart. She felt a shiver run up her spine as the warmth down below made her upper half feel all the more exposed. Hesitantly, she let go of Violet’s hands and crossed her arms against the cold. Violet crossed the last inch between them and hugged her close.

Crys was the taller of the two, but Violet held her warmly and she felt small and comforted. Blinking away what might have been a tear, she drew in and kissed Violet, their lips melding softly in the tight embrace.

She felt the skin of Violet’s leg against her own as she hooked it in firmly behind her ankle, then pushed her down deeper into the water. Falling slowly but inevitably, like in a dream, Crys descended until the hot water began lapping at her breasts. Violet’s hair spread out around them as she trailed kisses along Crys’s cheek, biting lightly at her earring and then down her neck. Her hands serving as her eyes, she took in every contour of Crys’s form, half-obscured under the water.

Crys wrapped her arms and legs around Violet and pulled up tight against her. She began to feel a heat from inside as well as out, and shivered despite her immersion. Violet’s hands wrapped around behind her, a single finger trailing up and down between her cheeks, coming teasingly close to the edges of her lips before sliding back away.

The fragrant potpourri floating on the water’s surface wreathed her head as she sank back, her exposed face the only part of her still breaking the surface; framed with water up to the temples, she closed her eyes as Violet leaned into the water and kissed her neck again. Violet’s lips, cool relative to the water, left distinct-feeling afterimages on her skin.

The kisses inched upward as her hand moved ever downward. Crys rocked her hips each time Violet’s playful finger tantalized her clit. For a moment, she thought she saw a hint of a smirk cross Violet’s face before she was pushed underwater. It was then that Violet surged forward, plunging her tongue into Crys’s mouth just as her finger slid inside, bringing a surge of heat, only partly from the roiling pool.

When the two surfaced, she barely had time to take a breath of air before Violet leaned into her again and carried her back under. Violet’s hands seemed to know just when to be where—Crys couldn’t hold up for long. Yet amid the churning ecstasy, she’d lost count of how many times she’d been dunked before she convulsed in an incredibly intense climax, then almost choked on a mouthful of water.

Her last thought, in a fit of coughing through breaths of steamy air, was a feeling of frustration that what may have been the best orgasm in her conscious memory had been interrupted.

—

When Crys awoke, she was lying naked in a comfortable bed, neatly made with freshly-laundered sheets tucked in tight around her. Through a pair of red curtains, the sunshine drenched the wooden room in the bright rays of a Sunday morning.

Her first instinct was to stretch and roll over, basking in the clean comfort of the linens, but a faint scent of violets reminded her where she was.

Yanking the sheets free from the grip of the bed-frame, she sat up and swung her bare feet off the side of the bed to find her shoes and socks on the ground right beneath them. Across from her, by the window, on an old wooden chair, her clothes lay neatly folded in a pile.
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