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For Annie, my beautiful Norwegian Forest Cat.

And to all my wonderful readers. Thank you.
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“I thought we would be the only students,” Zoe whispered to Lauren. Her brunette pixie cut seemed to flop a little in disappointment.

They were at a fancy café in Sacramento on a Monday night. The gleam of the maple hardwood floors reflected off the white painted walls. Downlights provided plenty of illumination and an extended counter on one side of the room sported a huge espresso machine. On the other side of the room, white wooden tables with maple colored chairs completed the look.

“So did I,” Lauren murmured. 

Attending the advanced latte art class seemed such a good idea at the time – but now she was wondering if they’d just wasted two hundred dollars.

The masterclass had been billed as learning from an international barista champion, only two students per session, yet there were three other students in the room. 

“This is so exciting!” A plump woman in her late thirties with caramel-brown hair beamed at them. Standing beside her was a slim teen around sixteen, staring at her phone. “Isn’t it, Casey?” She nudged the girl. 

“I guess.” The brunette teenager looked up from her phone, shrugged, then swiped at the screen.

“I thought this would be the perfect way to do some mother-daughter bonding,” the woman confided to Lauren and Zoe. “I hardly see Casey right now – she’s busy working part-time at a coffee shop as well as going to high school – but when she told me she wanted to attend this class, I thought, why shouldn’t I come too?”

“Are you a barista?” Lauren asked.

“Me? No, no.” The woman laughed. “Although–” she leaned toward them “—we have just bought our first espresso machine.” She glanced fondly at her daughter. “Casey told us not long after she started training as a barista that we needed to get an espresso machine if we wanted to drink decent coffee.”

“I thought this class was for experienced baristas.” Zoe sent Lauren a puzzled glance. 

“It is.” The woman kept her voice low. “But I thought they probably wouldn’t mind if I tagged along with Casey. She’s tried to show me how to make a heart and a tulip, but there are so many things I need to remember.” She laughed. “Don’t hold the jug like this, Mom. You’re doing it wrong. Put the nose in closer.” 

“It does take a while,” Lauren told her encouragingly. “I couldn’t do a heart my first time – or my fifth.”

“And now Lauren’s hearts are the best,” Zoe boasted. “Along with her tulips and rosettas – and her cats!”

“Cats?” The mother looked curious. “How do you make a cat?”

“By drawing on the features.” A short man in his fifties entered the conversation. He wore spectacles and his dark thinning hair revealed a large bald patch. “You can either make a shape like a heart – or a dot, I believe it’s called – and then draw on the eyes and whiskers using a digital thermometer dipped into the crema surrounding the shape. Another way – although I call it the cheat’s way – is to spoon the foam onto the crema and then draw on the features.”

“My goodness,” the woman said admiringly. “I had no idea.”

“I’m Frank,” the man said, nodding at them.

“I’m Lauren, and this is my cousin Zoe.”

“We run the Norwegian Forest Cat Café in Gold Leaf Valley,” Zoe added.

“That’s over an hour from here, isn’t it?” the woman asked.

“Yes.” Lauren nodded.

“Did you say a cat café?” Her eyes widened.

“Yep.” Zoe grinned. “Lauren’s cat, Annie, shows customers to their table.”

“Oh, my. That sounds wonderful. You two are dedicated, coming to Sacramento for this class. Oh – I’m Judy, and you’ve already met my daughter.” She looked at the girl fondly. 

Casey glanced up from her phone. “I thought there were only two students per class.” She frowned. 

“I thought so, too,” Zoe replied. 

“Maybe they’ll increase the number of teachers,” Frank said. “Although Giovanni Voltozini is supposed to be teaching this class. That’s why I came.”

“Buon giorno, everybody.” A tall, dark-haired man swept into the room, carrying a tablet. He looked to be in his early forties, with handsome expressive features and a seven p.m. shadow. “This is the advanced latte art class. And I am Giovanni Voltozini. Welcome!”

He paused, as if waiting for a smattering of applause. When none came, he continued undaunted, “Tonight, we will attempt many things. Swans, peacocks, and perhaps a bleeding heart – if we have time. You will be working very hard. By the finish of class tonight, you should all be able to achieve an excellent swan or peacock. Some of you—” his assessing gaze swept over all five of them “—should be able to do much, much more than that. Because you are all experienced baristas, no?”

Judy cleared her throat and looked embarrassed. “Um – no.”

“I’m not either,” Frank admitted. 

“Then why did you sign up for the class?” The Italian’s dark eyes flashed with annoyance.

“Mom thought it would be good for us to do something together,” the teen piped up when everyone else was silent. 

“And you - you have experience?”

“Yes.” It sounded like “Duh.” 

“She’s the best barista at the café,” Judy said. “Maybe you know it? It’s five blocks from here and it’s called The Roasted Hipster. And she only started there a few months ago.”

“Good.” Giovanni sounded relieved. “And you two?” He scrutinized Lauren and Zoe. 

“We run a café in Gold Leaf Valley,” Lauren said, feeling a little intimidated. At home, she was confident with her skills. But now, in this setting, with an Italian international barista champion staring at her, she wondered if all her know-how would desert her when she needed it. 

“Lauren is awesome with her latte art,” Zoe told him. 

“And you?” He gave her a piercing glance.

Zoe squirmed. “I can do a heart, and a tulip, and a rosetta – I think I’m better at rosettas – all that wiggling. Lauren taught me everything.”

“We shall see just how good you really are,” the Italian proclaimed, still giving Zoe an assessing look. “And you, sir? You said you are not experienced?” He glanced at Frank. 

“No, but I’ve read up on it,” Frank replied eagerly. “And watched online videos. I’ve tried at home but I can only get a faint outline. Coffee is going to be my new thing. I’ve retired early and need something to do. I’m going to start a coffee blog and monetize it.”

“Awesome,” Casey the teenager murmured, sounding impressed. “Maybe I should do that.”

“Reading and watching is not the same thing at all.” Giovanni waved his hand dismissively. “You two–” he glowered at Judy and Frank “—have much to learn. Tcha! I shall have to bring in someone to help you. Luckily,” he paused, with the air of expecting them to realize just how lucky they were, “my partner is still here. She will help the beginners. The others will learn with me!”

“About that.” Zoe raised a hand. “We thought there would be only two students per class.”

“Yes.”  Judy nodded. “That’s right.”

“You all have a chance to learn from me.” Giovanni placed his hand on his heart. “I have won many barista titles, and people clamor to work with me all the time. All the time! And now, with my partner Amy helping, it is practically the same as two students per class. It is better this way. The beginners will not slow down the advanced.” He cast his gaze over Lauren, Zoe, and Casey. 

​A slender redhead in her thirties entered the room, and stopped when she caught sight of everyone. 

“Oh, you’ve already started. I’m sorry, Gio, there was a glitch with the bookings. There are five people instead of two.”

“It is no matter,” the Italian said grandly. “You will help the beginners, Amy.” He pointed to Judy and Frank. “You will be at that end of the machine.” He motioned toward the large, gleaming silver espresso machine. It dwarfed the one Lauren and Zoe used in their café. “My advanced students will learn from me at the other end.”

“Oh, but—” Amy’s protest fell silent as the Italian frowned at her. “Very well.” She sighed. 

“I wonder what that was all about,” Zoe whispered out of the side of her mouth to Lauren. 

“There will be no talking unless you need to ask a question.” Giovanni’s gaze zeroed in on Zoe. “We shall be busy – very, very busy. And afterwards, if any of you have reached a satisfactory standard, you will receive a certificate.”

“Ooh, I’d love a certificate.” Judy looked excited. “I’ll be able to show everyone at tennis club.”

“Mom,” Casey groaned in embarrassment. 

Giovanni clapped his hands. “Come! It is time to learn.” He looked at his tablet. “But first, I must take this roll call. Lauren Crenshaw.” 

Lauren raised her hand.

“Zoe Crenshaw.”

Zoe raised her hand.

After the Italian had checked off the remaining three people, he clapped his hands once more. “Lauren, Zoe, and Casey, you are with me.” He swept towards the silver espresso machine. 

Lauren, Zoe and the teen followed him.

“Judy and Frank,” Amy called out. “We will work at this end of the machine.” She smiled to them as she beckoned them toward her. 

“We shall do split double shots,” Giovanni informed them. He filled the portafilter with freshly ground beans, pressed them down with an impressive looking black and gold metal tamper, inserted the portafilter into the grouphead, and put two round shallow cups underneath. He repeated the actions until there were four cups waiting to be filled with espresso. 

“Have any of you worked with such a magnificent machine?” He patted the shining beast. “It can make many espressos at once.”   

“Which is good, since there are three of us at this end,” Zoe muttered to Lauren. 

“I will show you this only once, and then you can take turns extracting the coffee and steaming the milk,” he informed them. 

“What will you do?” Casey asked.

“I shall supervise! I will instruct each of you personally as to your designs. And tell you where you go wrong.” His gaze lingered on Zoe.

“Is it my imagination or doesn’t he like me?” Zoe murmured to Lauren. 

“No talking!” Giovanni scolded her. 

“Sorry,” Zoe muttered, her cheeks turning pink. 

Her cousin was a livewire, but Lauren hoped that Zoe could enjoy tonight, while not drawing the ire of the teacher. 

“Your milk must be thick and glossy, like wet paint,” Giovanni informed them as he steamed the milk in a jug. The hissing noise of the milk wand soothed Lauren. 

“See?” He banged the stainless-steel jug on the counter twice and swirled it, pointing to the contents. White, shiny milk without any bubbles filled the jug. 

“Cool,” Casey murmured.

The Italian gave her an approving glance. 

“Now, you each have a cup.” He placed a round white cup in front of them, filled with a single shot of espresso with honey-colored crema.  

The long wooden counter gave each of them enough room to stand and work on their designs. 

Lauren peeked at the other end of the bench. Amy was filling the portafilter and speaking to Judy and Frank in low tones. 

“First, I want to see if you tell me the truth and you are experienced,” Giovanni said. “Make me a rosetta.” He finished steaming milk in two more pitchers and placed them in front of the trio.

Lauren focused on mixing some of the milk into the espresso. Then she changed the angle of the jug, pointing the nose at the center of her cup and concentrated on wiggling backward. She finished with lifting the pitcher up and pulling it through the decorative pattern. A leaf bloomed on the surface of the coffee.

“Bellissimo!” The Italian peered over her shoulder. “Perfect! You should have no trouble with what you will learn tonight.”

Lauren smiled, pleased with his praise. 

She watched her cousin pulling through her design.

“Too fast!” Giovanni scolded Zoe. “Look, you have slopped over the edge.” He pointed to the brown liquid staining the side of the cup. “You have ruined the pattern.”

Lauren glanced at Zoe’s design. It had less definition than the ones she normally made at their café.

“He made me nervous,” Zoe whispered to her. “I was trying to be so careful and then realized I filled up the cup too much, so I rushed on the pull through before I overflowed.” She gazed at her work in dismay.

“It’s okay,” Lauren whispered back. “I know you can do it.”

“Yes,” Giovanni boomed as he looked at the teen’s effort. “Good. But you must not take short cuts. You must practice, practice, practice. And when you become a premier barista, then you can work anywhere – and name your price.”

“Really?” Casey looked at him, impressed.

“Only if you have what it takes. By the end of class tonight I will know if you are cut out to be a top barista, like me.” Pride shone in his eyes.

“Cool.”

“He didn’t say that to me,” Zoe muttered to her cousin. She sounded discouraged. 

“I know you’ll prove him wrong,” Lauren told her. She hoped her cousin would. “Just pretend you’re at our café.”

“I’ll try,” Zoe whispered, looking a little more cheerful.

The sound of a woman giggling cut through the sudden silence. Lauren saw Judy, Casey’s mom, pointing at a cappuccino cup and laughing. Amy, Judy’s teacher, smiled at her student.

“You must not be distracted,” Giovanni scolded Lauren. “We do not care what they are doing over there. We will now attempt a swan.”

“Awesome!” Casey’s eyes widened, some of her “teen cool” attitude disappearing.  

“You.” He pointed to Zoe. “Must watch and learn. No talking. Since you are in the advanced class, I expect you to have advanced skills. Otherwise, you can join the beginners.” He said the last word with a slight sneer in his voice.

Lauren was just about to open her mouth to defend Zoe when her cousin shook her head. 

“Now, watch.”

Giovanni extracted a split espresso shot, foamed the milk, and then began to pour the milk into the cappuccino cup, his movements economical and precise. 

“Wow,” Casey murmured as a swan took shape on the surface of the coffee. 

“Now you will all try.” Giovanni watched them like a hawk as they made their own espresso shots and steamed the milk. 

Lauren held her breath as she began to pour the micro foam into her cup. Should she and Zoe stay until the end of the class? Or should they walk out? She didn’t care for the barista’s attitude – or the way he’d spoken to Zoe – or herself. 

She made a rosetta for the base of the swan, then worked on the wings, neck, and finally a little heart for the head. Was it good enough?

Finished, she peered over at her cousin. Zoe bit her lip as she poured the glossy milk into her cup, her movements careful. 

“Yes!” Zoe jumped on the spot. “I did it!”

“Let me see.” Giovanni studied her effort. “Hmm. You need more definition on this wing, and more ripples down here.” He pointed to underneath the wing. “But you will be staying in this group for now.”

Relief flickered over Zoe’s face.

Giovanni scrutinized Lauren’s swan. “Yes, you have a good grasp of the art,” he praised her. “But you need just a touch more definition on the neck.” 

“Done!” Casey waved a hand.

Giovanni strode to the teen. 

“It is sloppy.” He frowned at her. “You are young, yes, but you must pay attention when I demonstrate to you. Otherwise you will not become a great barista.” He sighed. “I will show you again.” He turned to Lauren and Zoe. “You two will make another swan, and call me when you’re finished.”

Lauren and Zoe worked quietly while Giovanni showed Casey the precise movements involved in creating a swan.

“We did it!” Zoe waved a hand in the air to attract their teacher’s attention.

“Let me see.” Giovanni strode over in two quick steps and peered first at Lauren’s attempt, and then at Zoe’s. “Better, both of you. Make two more each and show me.”

“High five!” Zoe held up her palm to Lauren.

They quietly slapped hands, then Zoe took over making the new espressos.

After another two swans, Giovanni proclaimed himself pleased with their progress.

“And now,” he told them, “We shall progress to peacocks. You too, Casey.”

“Cool!” Casey grinned. 

“We shall start off with a rosetta base and continue from there.” He clapped his hands. “Let’s get to work!”

“No.” Giovanni sounded exasperated as he spoke to Zoe a few minutes later. “Not like that.” He grabbed the milk jug and a new cup filled with espresso and showed her in swift motions exactly how to create a peacock.

“Wow,” Zoe murmured, her eyes wide, when he showed her the finished design, the creature’s tail fanned out across the width of the cup.

“You must practice, practice, practice,” he told the three of them. “Now all of you make another peacock.”

The milk wand hissed as Lauren, Zoe, and Casey steamed their milk, then set to work. 

“Better,” Giovanni said grudgingly as they each showed him their latest attempt. 

Judy’s giggle drifted over from the other end of the counter. Lauren glanced over at the beginner’s group. Frank and Judy looked like they were enjoying themselves. Judy pointed to her cup, while Frank peered over her shoulder, a grin on his face.

Giovanni clapped his hands. Lauren swung back to face him.

“Sorry,” she murmured. 

“Beginners can laugh and enjoy themselves because they do not know any better,” he told her. “But you are the advanced class.” He waved his hand, indicating all three of them. “You are here to work, and improve your skills. Now, make another peacock.”

Lauren heard Casey groan under her breath.

“Gio,” Amy’s clear voice sounded. “Class is finished for the night. We’ve run over by ten minutes.”

Lauren watched what looked like relief flicker over Giovanni’s face. Had they been that bad at advanced latte art? 

“All right.” He nodded. “I expect you to practice at home.” He turned to Lauren, Zoe, and Casey. “Every day.”

“I thought we could have a make-up class next week,” Amy’s voice carried over to them. “To say sorry for the glitch tonight. I can teach the advanced class next week, and Gio, you can spend time with Judy and Frank.”

“That would be great.” Frank turned around and beamed at Giovanni. “I can’t wait to work with you.”

Giovanni frowned and opened his mouth to speak. 

Amy gave him what Lauren could only describe as a school- marm look and Giovanni closed his mouth.

“If the calendar is clear for next week,” Giovanni said grudgingly.

“It is,” Amy assured him. “Thanks for coming tonight, everyone. We’ll see you back here next Monday at the same time.”

The five students filed out of the room. 

“That was very informative,” Frank remarked. “I made a heart and Amy said I was on the way to making a tulip. I can’t wait until next week. What did you three make?” He studied Lauren, Zoe, and Casey. 

“A swan,” Zoe replied. 

“And then we moved on to peacocks,” Casey added. 

“Peacocks?” Judy placed a hand over her heart. “That’s wonderful, honey. How on earth do you make a peacock out of milk? You’ll have to show me when we get home.”

“Oh-kay,” Casey replied in a long-suffering tone.

“It was nice meeting you,” Lauren told them. 

“I guess we’ll see you next week.” Zoe grinned at them. “We’re parked right outside. How about you?”

“Us too,” Judy assured them. 

“Yep.” Frank nodded.

They left the café. The summer evening sun was just sinking toward the horizon. Lauren and Zoe got into their car while Judy and Casey entered a beige station wagon. Frank walked a few yards down the street and opened the door of a black compact car.

“I can do a swan!” Zoe fastened her seatbelt. “It might have been a little wonky – like my peacock – but it was definitely a swan – and a peacock.”

“Now we have to practice.” Lauren turned on the ignition.

“Yeah.” Zoe sounded a little downhearted. “Giovanni seems to be big on that.”

“I know.” Lauren pulled out onto the road, passing Judy, and Frank.

Zoe waved to them out of her window. 

“But I’m glad we came tonight, aren’t you?” Lauren asked her cousin.

“Yep. But I wonder what that was about with Giovanni and Amy?”

“You mean the booking glitch?” Lauren asked as she stared straight ahead at the road. 

“Uh-huh. And how he didn’t want to teach beginners.”

“Well, the ad did say advanced latte class.” Lauren tried to be fair. “Maybe he prefers baristas who are experienced.”

“I think it’s a good thing he didn’t try to teach Judy and Frank tonight,” Zoe said. “Because he might have discouraged them for life!”
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