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        I don’t know what happened.

        It hadn’t started out like this.

        Me—coffee girl extraordinaire—stalking the older tall drink of expensive espresso.

      

        

      
        That’s right, I’m a stalker,

        But not just any stalker.

        I like to leave him gifts,

        In cute little hand-crocheted stockings.

        He always looks so…grinchy, and I want to make him smile.

      

        

      
        Now, I can’t stop, and if I’m honest, I don’t want to.

        Not when I nearly get caught hanging a stocking full of baked goodies on the handle of his fancy SUV.

        Not when I learn he’s not just a coffee aficionado like me but also the Kingpin of Detroit.

        And definitely not after our eyes meet while I cross the street in front of him and go sailing into the air after being struck by a careless driver.

      

        

      
        Christmas is supposed to be the season of giving, and he says I’ve given him the greatest gift of all…ME.

      

        

      
        The thing with Christmas gifts, however, is that sometimes they get returned…or thrown out…or shot up because they’re the singular weakness of the most ruthless man in the Midwest.

      

        

      
        Get ready for meet-cutes, untraditional stalking, a grumpy older man and his little ray of sunshine while dodging bullets, cars, and their own attraction.
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      Sabrina is going to kick my ass. I’m doing it again. She hates that I put myself in danger every single time, but he doesn’t give off those vibes. Lucca is stern and never smiles, but he appreciates good coffee, so I have faith that he wouldn’t berate me if he ever caught me tying the little crocheted stockings with perfectly baked butterscotch chip or snickerdoodle cookies I leave for him on his car door handle.

      It’s one of the few sparks of joy in my life lately.

      Things have been stagnant for years. Aside from working, hanging out with Sabrina, and starting my little Etsy store, there’s not much in the “happy” department for me. But I’ve begun to look forward to seeing Lucca three days a week, doing whatever he does, even if he doesn’t give me the time of day. When my mission shifted from seeing him to seeing him smile, I have no clue, but I’m a determined woman.

      He shows up at random times for every visit, which means I wait to take my breaks until after I’ve served him, so that when he sits down with the other man…Preston, I think…I make quick work of leaving him my gifts.

      At first, he’d tossed them in the trash, and I admit to crying over those days, but now, he’ll look around to try to find the culprit. I don’t think he’s figured out it’s me yet, though I could be wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      My childhood memories of growing up in foster care surface, but I stifle them down while fastening the bow. As I stand, a gust of cold wind and a flurry of the fresh overnight snow billows around me like a miniature tornado, and laughter erupts. I just love all things winter and Christmas.

      Since I was a little girl, it was always magical, but it left me dreaming for more than I was given, though not in the material sense. More in the one-day-I-wish-to-have-a-family-of-my-own-to-love-and-spoil kind of way.

      Sighing as the snow settles and the wind dies down, my eyes catch Lucca and Preston getting ready to leave, so I hustle away from his vehicle and cross the street as the light changes. Running on ice isn’t smart, but I manage to make it to the alley before they exit Love & Lattes.

      I come across my boss as soon as I slip in the back door. “Hi, Janet!” My voice is overly high-pitched, and she looks at me oddly. “Just going to head back up front.” She opens and closes her mouth without saying a peep.

      Janet is one of the nicest people I’ve worked for. She pays decently well, lets us make our schedule and keep all our tips, and doesn’t ask a lot of questions. Which, honestly, is the best part.

      I toss my coat in the employee lounge, and my legs move faster than the rest of me as I hit the front counter at full speed and nearly topple over.

      “Coco!” Sabrina laughs as I grin.

      Catching sight of Lucca outside as he opens the stocking, pulls out a cookie I made fresh this morning, and takes a bite, makes my pulse flutter. When he glares at Preston, I imagine him growling as he guards my baked goods like they’re something to be cherished.

      “You could try talking to him.” Janet startles me with her observation.

      “Uh, no, I definitely could not. Have you seen him? Now look at me.”

      All my belongings come from the church charity bins or Goodwill stores. He’s Versace and Hugo Boss. Complete opposites. That man would never be interested in a nobody like me.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Sabrina slams her fists on her voluptuous hips.

      “I’m rags, he’s riches, and I look like a prepubescent boy. No hips, no ass, no boobs. If not for my long hair and ultra-feminine voice, the mistake would be made more often.” She matches my glare as Janet watches us, highly amused.

      “Now, girls, no catfights; save it for the alleys.”

      Our eyes widen as we turn to look at the older woman. She really is more like our mother. From my first day almost two years ago, Janet took me under her wing. She never scolded me when I screwed up an order or anything and was always encouraging. The way I imagine a mom would act.

      “Oh. My. Shit.” At Sabrina’s shocked voice, I whip back around to notice her staring out the front window, her head bobbing up and down, and a huge clownlike grin on her face.

      “What?” I nearly shout. She points behind me, and I turn to find Lucca leaning on the hood of his fancy SUV, pointing towards me with an eyebrow raised in question. “Sabrina!” I scream and drop to the ground, crawling towards the back. “What did you do?” My voice carries through the entire shop. Thankfully, the breakfast rush is gone, and lunch isn’t for another hour, so only a handful of customers remain, and they are pretty much our regulars, so they know us.

      “He asked; I answered.” She peeks around the doorframe.

      “Is he coming?” What I wouldn’t give for a giant crater to open beneath me right now.

      “Nooooo, but he looks…I dunno…disappointed…” My heart cramps a little at that, but I can’t talk to him. I’ve never spoken to a man beyond asking for their coffee order. Definitely can’t talk to one I have the hugest crush on. “He’s gone,” she relays, and I finally get to my feet and come out.

      I half expect her to have lied to me, so when I look outside, and he’s gone, tears pinch my nose. It’s foolish when I just said he would never be interested in me. I’m not wrong, I know I’m not, but a girl can damn well dream, right?
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      Huh. My stalker is a woman—a very young one at that. And beautiful; sly even. A sneaky little mouse who can bake one hell of a delicious cookie. Kind eyes, a sweet smile, and tiny as a sprite.

      She has my attention now. Even if she’s not made for my world.

      Disappointment lurches in my gut as she dives behind the coffee counter when she realizes I’ve caught her.

      “What’s her name?”

      Preston gives me a look before we slide into the armored SUV that I shelled out a fortune for.

      “Coco Spencer.”

      See, I knew he’d know. He’s paid handsomely for all his knowledge.

      A bark of laughter erupts. “Fucking Coco. Of course it is.” She’s as sweet as a warm cup of it, too, I’m sure.

      “What are you thinking, boss?”

      Those thoughts aren’t meant for him.

      “How much I’d like to get this meeting over with.” The police chief has requested a rare meeting with me on the outskirts of the city. A place with no cameras, likely no witnesses, and where he might try to catch me with a bug. It’ll never happen, but that’s not to say he won’t try.

      “He say what he wanted?” Preston asks, always prepared for anything. Hence, the arsenal in the back compartment. He’s perpetually primed for war.

      “I have my suspicions,” I respond. The lieutenant I beat the shit out of last week for trying to steal from me is at the top of my list.

      “Want me to call in a few more guys?” The fact that he hasn’t already shocks me. “He needs to learn he doesn’t run the show.”

      Preston has been my right-hand man for many years. We grew up together, and when I took over the Detroit side of the Marcello organization, it was no surprise that he was right there with me.

      “No, I think we can handle him. If he attempts to get out of hand, he’s all yours, Pres.”

      He flashes me an anticipatory grin. Preston’s thirst for blood nearly matches my own.

      We arrive at our destination within an hour, and I’ve managed to save one of the cookies from Coco for the drive home. Storing the stocking in the glove box, treat safely tucked away, we wait a few minutes before exiting.

      The Chief is here and waiting inside for us. As always, Preston retrieves one of his toys and jams any devices in the area that could listen in, then signals for me to wait while he enters first.

      Rolling my eyes, I follow behind. There are knives sheathed in the sleeves of my tailored-to-perfection dress shirt, so I’m prepared for most things when we encounter situations like this. And there, standing in the middle of the empty house near the kitchen, is Chief Parks, along with the lieutenant. That’s a bit surprising.

      “Chief, how are you?” I’m often told that my smile is disarming because while my face completes the action, my eyes are as cold as Lake Erie in December.

      “Lucca,” he replies. Preston clears his throat. He hates it when anyone calls me by my first name. “Mr. Marcello. I…uh…well, Lieutenant Xavier here wanted to speak with you.”

      “And you thought deceiving me was the way to make it happen?” They both squirm when I cock my head. I have a penchant for remaining calm in every situation. Today is no different.

      Preston wanders the perimeter of the room, his onyx eyes fixated on the two cops in the center of it before settling silently in a corner. Most people forget he’s even there until it’s too late.

      “My apologies. I wasn’t sure you would come if you knew.” Things I have a severe dislike for are liars, thieves, and cheats. It appears that today I’m gifted with all three.

      Sighing, I lift my arm to check the time on my Cartier watch, implying heavily that I have no time for this bullshit. I’ve typically found that silence speaks at much higher volumes than words, and while I wait for one of them to express themselves, they begin fidgeting, unnerved by my silence.

      Xavier finally clears his throat before standing taller—well, as tall as he can with the broken leg—crutches being the only thing holding him upright. “I wanted to properly apologize for my lack of awareness, sir.” Preston snorts at this, forcing an uneasy swallow from X. “I knew better, but I was in a bad way, and–”

      Cutting him off, I snarl, “I don’t do excuses, X. You’re lucky you still have fucking fingers.” And he is. If not for my being on my way to an event, wearing a white tux, I’d have left his wrists with stumps for hands.

      “Thank you, sir,” he mutters.

      “Thank you?” Preston snorts, a deep scowl on his face. “You don’t thank the boss, you moron. You get on your knees and spit shine his shoes, motherfucker.” Raising a brow at his creative authority, he shrugs.

      “Sorry,” Xavier whispers, his voice hoarse and tight like he’s about to cry.

      “Spit shine,” Preston growls, utterly serious.

      Chief Parks blanches. “You must be joking. His leg is broken!”

      “One hundred percent not joking.” My right-hand seems to have a sense of humor today.

      When X attempts to lower himself to the ground, I put a stop to it. “Don’t. They’re brand new; I don’t need them ruined already.” Their relieved faces, however, feed my anger. “You have a family, Xavier?” Of course, I already know he does, and while I would never punish innocents, his believing that I would serves me well.

      Xavier’s terror-stricken gaze shoots to Parks for help. The man offers none. “A wife and son,” he finally reveals.

      “If you want them to continue to wake up every day, I suggest not attempting to screw me over again. Are we clear?” He nods so hard that his overly styled hair begins to displace strands. “And both of you should remember how you wound up in this situation with me. Remember, I never sought you out until the rumblings of your indiscretions reached my ear. If you’d only remained clean, we wouldn’t be here.” It’s always a little fun to remind the “good guys” that they, in fact, are dirtier than the dirt on the soles of my outrageously expensive shoes.

      I have nothing to lose; they, on the other hand, have everything.
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      My fingers begin to cramp as I try to hook my needle through soft faux cashmere yarn. The cool winter air penetrates the flimsy walls of my apartment in a not-so-great part of town. I’ve lived here for a little over a year now. It’s the only place that would even look at an application from someone as young as me, and the winter months are the worst.

      The gas that services the building is fickle, and the furnace’s pilot light doesn’t always stay lit. If it goes out any time after four p.m., the super won’t do anything because his working hours are over.

      Not sure when it went out today, and since I wasn’t home until after five, he wouldn’t take my call, so I left a message. Which means a frigid evening for me. My baking supplies have been depleted, so there’s no reason to turn on the oven and use it for heat. Tempting as it is, I can’t afford to waste unnecessary electricity, either. Instead, I get up from my cozy chair and turn on the kettle to boil water for tea. At least I can have that before trying to sleep.

      If I weren’t so fearful of fires, I’d consider getting a space heater, but that’s the reason I left my last apartment. Someone on the floor above me had one, and the place was so old it went up like a dried-out Christmas tree. Nothing was salvageable. I won’t be the reason that possibly happens here.

      So, I’ll suffer with the cold.

      Reaching into the cupboard, I pull out the tea tin, remove the lid, and disappointment slams my chest as I look at my final lonely tea bag. Grocery shopping with my last paycheck had been sparse because my yarn needed replenishing. Now, regret settles in my stomach. There are another five days before payday again, and already my cupboards and fridge show signs that I may not last until then.

      Ordinarily, that wouldn’t be a problem; however, I have three of those days off, which means no grabbing breakfast and lunch at the shop. That’s another one of my favorite things about Janet. She doesn’t mind us eating a muffin or a sandwich while on shift. She believes that well-fed workers are happy workers, and she’s not wrong.

      I don’t talk about my money problems with Janet or Sabrina, so they have no idea that I’d gladly work a few more shifts during the week to avoid living paycheck to paycheck. I’d gladly take on two more days a week, at least, but others need the work too.

      Besides, my Etsy side hustle usually boosts my income, but the last couple of weeks have just been slow. Sabrina always tells me I should apply to be a vendor at markets and events, but the fear of rejection is so deeply rooted in my soul that mustering up the courage is tough.

      One day, I’ll push myself out of my comfort zone. Until then, I intend to enjoy this hot tea and curl back up in my comfy chair to read until I’m tired and can hopefully fall fast asleep in this cold air. Unfortunately, the reality is me shivering most of the night, wrapped up in every blanket I own and wearing multiple layers of clothing before finally crawling out of bed before seven and readying for work.

      I look forward to a hot coffee and warming up a fresh blueberry muffin as I quickly brush my teeth with freezing water, skip washing my face, and dress warmly before darting out into the bitter morning air.

      Love & Lattes doesn’t open until nine, but Janet won’t mind me coming in early if it means I help her set up the display cases with the baked goods she spent her morning preparing. After that, I’ll work on rearranging some tables. It’s something we started doing a few months ago, just to keep the place looking fresh, instead of the dull state it had been in.

      Arriving at the bus stop just in time, I’m stoked to find it warm and toasty as I scan my pass and take a seat at the front. Sitting in the back creeps me out; there’s always someone there trying to hit on me.
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