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The café on Halkett Place was the kind of place Ellie liked best — half-empty on a Tuesday afternoon, the espresso machine hissing somewhere behind the counter, a single fly bumping itself stupid against the window glass. She’d ordered a flat white and a slice of lemon cake she wasn’t really going to eat, and she’d settled into the corner table with her phone face-down beside her, telling herself she was going to enjoy fifteen minutes of doing absolutely nothing.

She didn’t notice the woman until she was already sitting down across from her.

“Mind if I join you? Everywhere else is taken,” the woman said, though Ellie could see at least four empty tables from where she sat.

She was about to say something — not really an objection, more a reflex of politeness — when she saw it. Two dark circles bloomed across the front of the woman’s soft grey top, one beneath each breast, spreading slowly outward like ink dropped in water. Ellie’s mouth went dry. She looked away, then looked back, because surely she’d imagined it, surely that wasn’t what it looked like.

It was exactly what it looked like.

The woman caught her staring — there was no way she hadn’t, Ellie’s eyes had all the subtlety of a searchlight — and instead of the mortified scramble Ellie expected, the woman only smiled, slow and unbothered, and leaned forward onto her folded arms. The movement pressed her breasts against the table’s edge, heavy and full, the fabric clinging wet and translucent where the dampness had spread. Ellie’s pulse gave an uneven stutter.

“Sorry,” the woman said, not sounding sorry at all. “Occupational hazard. I’m Sophie, by the way.”

“Ellie,” she managed, because it seemed rude not to answer, even though every rational part of her was screaming that she should be looking anywhere else. She couldn’t. The stains were still growing, minute by minute, the wet outline creeping toward Sophie’s collarbone, and there was a faint sheen at the very center of each one, like something was actively seeping through the weave of the cotton.

“You’re staring,” Sophie said, not unkindly. “Most people do, the first time.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t apologize.” Sophie’s voice was warm, almost amused, the tone of someone entirely at home in her own body. “I’d be more worried if you weren’t looking. It’s not exactly subtle.” She glanced down at herself, at the twin patches now nearly the size of Ellie’s palm, and gave a small, rueful shrug, as if commenting on the weather. “I’m overdue. Should’ve pumped an hour ago, but the ferry was late and, well.” Another shrug. Her breasts shifted with it, heavy, straining faintly against the wet cotton.

Ellie’s throat tightened. “Pumped,” she repeated stupidly.

“I work at a farm,” Sophie said, dropping her voice slightly, though there was no one close enough to hear. “A private one, out past St. Ouen. Women, mostly. We’re milked there. Properly, I mean — machines, staff, the whole set-up. It’s not some backstreet thing. Very high-end. Very well paid.” She said it so plainly, so matter-of-factly, that for a moment Ellie thought she must have misheard, that the word milked must mean something else entirely, something ordinary, something that made sense.

But then Sophie leaned in a little further, and the fabric across her chest darkened again, visibly, a fresh bead of wetness blooming right at the peak of one breast, and Ellie understood with a lurch low in her stomach that she was watching it happen. Right there. Across a café table. Sophie was leaking, actively, unhurriedly, and either didn’t care or — worse, better, Ellie didn’t have the word for it — wanted her to see.

“You’re — that’s happening right now,” Ellie said faintly.

“Mm. Let-down doesn’t wait for polite company, I’m afraid.” Sophie smiled at her again, and there was something generous in it, something that made Ellie feel seen rather than judged, which somehow made it worse, made the heat pooling low in her belly harder to ignore. “It’s fine. Comes with the job. The pay makes up for a few ruined blouses.”

Ellie realized she was gripping her coffee cup with both hands, as if it might anchor her to the ordinary world she’d been sitting in ten minutes ago. Her heart was going far too fast for a conversation about dairy farming, or whatever this was. She was aware, uncomfortably, pleasantly, of her own breasts, full and a little sore the way they sometimes got before her period, aware of the lace of her bra suddenly, of the whole unfamiliar attentiveness of her body.

“How does someone even — get into that,” Ellie asked, because she needed to say something, and because she genuinely, helplessly, wanted to know.

“Same way you’re about to,” Sophie said, and there was no malice in it, no calculation Ellie could see — just an easy, open invitation, the kind you might extend for a coffee or a walk along the coast path. “I could show you the place, if you like. Today, even. It’s only twenty minutes from here.” She tilted her head, studying Ellie with a frank, unhurried interest that made Ellie’s skin prickle. “You’ve got the look for it, you know. The build. Some women just do.”

Ellie should have said no. She turned the excuses over quickly in her mind — that she had somewhere to be, that this was insane, that she didn’t even know this woman, whose top was still darkening at the center in slow, spreading blooms, whose eyes held hers with a calm certainty that felt like it was reaching straight into her chest and finding the answer before Ellie had even decided.

“Okay,” she heard herself say. “Yeah. Show me.”

Sophie’s smile widened, warm and pleased, and she reached across the table — not to shake Ellie’s hand, only to lay two fingers briefly against her wrist, light as a promise. “Good,” she said. “Let’s go, then.”
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The farm didn’t look like a farm at all. Sophie’s car turned off the main road onto a private lane lined with tall hedges, and what waited at the end of it resembled something closer to a boutique hotel — pale stone, long windows, a discreet brass sign that read only Jersey Gold Tops in looping script, as if it might have been a spa or a vineyard. Ellie’s stomach hadn’t stopped fluttering since the café, and it didn’t settle now.

Inside, the air smelled faintly of lavender and something warmer beneath it, something Ellie couldn’t quite name until later. Sophie led her down a corridor carpeted in deep cream, past doors with small brass plaques instead of numbers, until she pushed one open onto a room that made Ellie stop in the doorway.

It looked nothing like she’d expected. There were no metal stalls, no clinical trolleys. Instead there was a wide reclined chair upholstery in soft dove-grey leather, angled almost like something from a dentist’s office crossed with a lounge, with padded armrests and a gentle curve to cradle a body. Beside it stood a quiet, unobtrusive machine, brushed steel and glass, with two soft silicone cups resting in a cradle, and beyond that a viewing window of frosted glass set into the far wall.

“Clients watch through there,” Sophie said, following Ellie’s gaze. “They pay well for it. Some just like to see the process — the milking itself, the pumps working. Some like to watch the first session, especially.” She said it lightly, walking her fingers along the back of the chair. “You’d never see them, and they’d never come in. It’s all one-way glass, very controlled. Nothing happens that a woman hasn’t agreed to.”

Ellie’s mouth was dry again, the way it had been in the café. “And the money,” she said, because it seemed important to ask, to prove to herself she was here for practical reasons.

“Very good,” Sophie said. “Better than good. Room included, meals included, if you wanted to live in — some of the girls do, some just come for sessions. You’d be surprised how much a good producer can bring home in a month.” She smiled, and there was pride in it, the ease of someone who loved her work. “But you don’t have to decide any of that today. Today’s just a look.”

Except it didn’t feel like just a look. Ellie could feel her own pulse in her throat, in her wrists, in the tightness low in her belly that had been building steadily since Sophie’s damp shirt in the café. She was uncomfortably aware of her breasts inside her bra, the way they’d been swelling and aching in the days leading up to her period, only this ache felt different now — sharper, more insistent, tangled up with the roll of arousal she couldn’t pretend wasn’t there.
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