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Chapter One

 


“He really sent that to
you?” Michelle asked, looking at the phone in disbelief.

“Yup,” Juliet confirmed,
annoyance apparent in her voice.

“But … it’s so … ugly!”
Michelle laughed, turning the phone sideways for an even more
horrific view.

“I know.
It’s bad enough to send a dick pic to a stranger, but if
you are going to send one it should be drool-worthy. He could have at
least trimmed a little!”

The two girls giggled over their coffee and
sandwiches at their favorite shop, Coffee Libations. It also
happened to be where the two met, working together in the little
shop smack-dab in the middle of the bustling city. It was on the
same street as no less than three other coffee shops, yet due to
being known for their cozy, anti-hipster vibe, was the busiest.

Michelle hired Juliet over a year ago, and
the two had been inseparable since. Michelle suggested Juliet try
an online dating site, Find Your Love, and the hilarity which
ensued was a weekly ritual.

Jules had gone out with
some real winners. Sarcastically speaking. She didn't know what had
gotten into men in the past few years, but it seemed as if they
were either too immature for a relationship, or only interested in
sex. And the dick pics. Don't get me
started on the damn unsolicited dick pics.

This was the tenth in the past two
months.

“I don’t understand it.
What’s the point? Do they just expect to show you their cock and
you’ll have an instant urge to suck or fuck it?” Michelle
continued, still tilting the phone back and forth. “God, look …
there’s even a stray hair on the tip. Ewww.”

Juliet zoomed in to find
Michelle was right … a curly pubic hair was attached to the head by
a suspiciously white dot of something. “Gross. Clean that shit before you send it!” Michelle
squealed.

The two girls laughed
again, the women at the table next to them turning toward the
ruckus. Michelle cocked a brow, trying to hold in her giggles while
Jules took a sip of the decadent coffee. Mmmmm. Best ever, she thought. She
knew others would call her biased, working at Libations and all,
but she swore she loved it the best.

Michelle had admitted
Juliet’s admiration for the coffee was what pushed her decision
over the edge to hire her. “You looked
like a little kid, eyes all wide and crossing your heart. An honest
to goodness cross over your heart. I had to hire you, you’re like
the best representation of my little shop!” she laughed on that
first day of training.

Jules smiled, thinking about it again. She
looked to her boss-turned-best-friend, thankful for more than just
the job she offered.

While Libations had
recently opened a second location on the other side of the city,
Juliet and Michelle worked together at this very shop, and had
become nearly inseparable since their first shift together.
Michelle opened Libations almost a year earlier, and while Michelle
joked about it, Jules swore she had to be a real witch — the flavor of the
coffees she offered, light, dark, decaf, chai, you name it, seemed
to be brewed in magic. And, oh! The
amazing, fantabulous, calorie-laden, pastries! Mmmmm.
Jules blamed their decadence for her recent
weight gain.

“What did you say to him?”
Michelle asked, finally setting the phone down.

Jules shook her head, sighing before
answering, “I told him I’m more interested in his brain than his
dick, and showing it to me like that guaranteed I would never
witness it in person. Then he called me some names and I blocked
him.”

“Jackass.”

“On the bright side,
cancelling his date tomorrow opened my night to meet with
Martin.”

“The accountant? Oh, nice.
Where are you going?”

“We’re meeting for dinner
at Chester’s, and from there, who knows.” Jules answered, with a
shrug.

She didn’t mean for her
reaction to seem as defeated as it came across. She was more
… cautionary. After a string of failed dating attempts, many of which
appeared promising and quickly turned south, she was near ready to
give up.

Martin had been messaging
her for a little over two months on the site. He was attractive,
yet definitely not her type. A bit too … innocent
looking. Realizing her type had only ended in a night
alone with her vibrator, she gave in, accepting his offer to bring
her to dinner.

“Fancy. He sounds different
than the last few already,” Michelle smiled as she finished her
dark roast.

Michelle’s looks, and
personality, couldn’t be more different than Juliet, which was
probably why they got along so great. She was loud and boisterous,
making friends with all the female customers, flirting with all the
men. Besides the enchanted coffee, Jules couldn’t deny she was
the real magic
behind Libations. Short, brunette hair, big brown eyes, a body to
die for, a prominent nose and cheekbones — the all-American
Girl-Next-Door. If the girl was in a porn.

Michelle also indulged in
holistic everything. Unlike other coffee shops where pounds of beans littered
the walls for purchase, Libations held a bookshelf with natural
health cures. Crystals hung from the ceilings, and, if you were
knowledgeable enough to look for them, you would find them placed
in specific areas around the room. She gifted Jules a rose quartz
bracelet a few weeks ago, telling her to wear it for “love of self
and love from others”, whatever that meant. Jules rolled her eyes,
but wore it anyway.

Patrons came and hung out at tables with
their laptops, or read on their computers, yet the store drew the
most eclectic crowd. Business women and men rushed in before their
shifts, the afternoons were filled with teens, and at the end of
every night, Michelle made a point to ensure the area’s homeless
stopped by to finish off any of the remaining food and grab
themselves a warm cup, or two, of coffee.

A familiar voice boomed from behind the
women on the couch. “How are my two favorite baristas doing?”

Juliet turned toward one of their regulars,
Liam Parker, walking in. They learned over the past months Liam
owned a local restaurant, having worked in kitchens as a teenager,
then deciding to attend school and open his own place. He came to
visit each day for the past three months at least, stopping to grab
a cup of coffee before he went to work. Michelle was positively
smitten with Liam. He was a few years her junior, in his late
twenties, which made Michelle feel “cougar-rific”.

“Better now that you’re
here, darling,” Michelle cooed, smiling as he walked toward the
line to order.

Jules could admit he was attractive — and
had “bad boy” written all over him. He stood about six feet tall,
with brown hair, brown eyes, and sexy-as-sin tattoos covering both
arms to the wrist and peeking up the side of his neck. His right
brow was pierced, and he sported snakebite studs under his lower
lip. The piercings in his ears were gauged, yet not obscenely —
Jules estimated no more than a 4mm.

Jules watched as Michelle
walked up to him, placing her hand on his arm as they spoke.
Michelle swore they hadn’t fucked — she was dying to, yet hadn’t
actually been ballsy enough to ask him out due to the age
difference. She joked she would “show him a thing or two”, and
continued her flirtatious banter when she saw him, yet showed a
shyness apparently only reserved for Liam. Like a damn high schooler.

He hadn’t made a move to ask her out, a fact
which bothered Michelle to no end. She learned enough to know he’s
single, and so Michelle was just waiting on the day he would
finally ask her out. Especially since her “pendulum said he
would”.

“Sorry I couldn’t get here
sooner,” he remarked.

“I don’t care when you get
in, as long as you end up coming. Although, sooner is always better
than later,” she answered, her lips playing in a soft smile. Jules
heard the double meaning, and thought Liam did as well, but he
didn’t show it one way or the other.

He chuckled at her
response, smiling at her as Peter, their co-worker, began his
order. He always ordered the same drink — a large, light roast with
heavy cream and heavy on the sugar. Jules shook her head.
That’s not coffee, it’s flavored
water.

It was nothing like her usual — a large,
black, dark roast with a shot of espresso and a dash of coconut
milk. She frowned into her cup, realizing hers was almost out.
Which meant break was almost over as well.

She sighed, cleaning both cups and plates
when an envelope on the table next to her caught her attention. She
swallowed, her pulse racing.

She moved to the table
and, sure enough, a villainous white envelope with her name in
shaky writing sat on its wooden top. Shit.

She received these letters about once a week
for the past two months. Each held a picture of her, taken
candidly, with some writing on the back. At first, they started out
somewhat innocently, with phrases consisting of “You’re so pretty”
and “I wish I had the courage to talk to you.” Yet about a week ago
they started getting weirder.

She took a deep breath, opening the
envelope. She pulled out a picture of herself, a close up of her
laughing from behind the counter toward a customer. She turned the
photograph over, reading the note.

I love watching you laugh. I hurt when you
hurt. I’ll hurt anyone who hurts you.

She folded the picture, wanting to save it
as she did the others, just like the police instructed. Without
cameras in the shop, and no fingerprints matching those in their
database, there was not much else the police could do. They
reported that her only hope, for now, was that “the messenger
messes up and somehow identifies themselves”.

She took a deep breath to calm her shaky
hands. Grabbing her and Michelle’s dishes, she walked back behind
the counter, dropping them into the dishwasher in the kitchen. She
lifted her maroon apron over her head, washed her hands, and began
her shift.


 



Chapter Two

 


“Meesh, it’s me. I’ve been
texting you from under the table for over twenty minutes! Where the
fuck are you? This is bad. Abort mission! He called me ‘fat’.
Honest to God. The first thing he said to me, and I quote, was ‘you
were skinnier in your picture’. Ugh! I need an out, make up an
emergency or something. Make it about your mother. That’s all this
guy talks about, besides my weight! ‘Mom and I this, mom and I
that’. I think he might be Norman Bates in disguise. I swear, total
creepster feel.” Juliet paused her hushed rant to look around the
wall separating the bathrooms from the rest of the
restaurant.

Needing a moment to breathe, lest she stab
her date, Martin, in the hand with her fork, she excused herself to
the rest room, and called Michelle. After all of the creepy “love
notes” started, Michelle instructed Jules to check in on every date
with a text and then an “I’m home safe in bed” call — always
teasing Jules for ending up in bed alone.

Instead of speaking with Michelle, she was
leaving a rushed message on her voicemail, hoping Michelle would
hear it immediately and come save her.

Peeking around the corner of the small
hallway leading to the bathrooms, Jules found Martin at the table,
picking at something under his nail.

“Please. I beg of you. Save
me.” She ended the call, taking a deep breath to help her make it
back to the table when a voice caught her attention.

“It won’t work.”

She’d been so engrossed in her tirade, she
hadn’t heard the customer leaving the men’s restroom behind
her.

The low baritone was pleasant. Alluring.

“An emergency from a
friend? He’ll never buy it. You can do better.”

She turned toward the
voice sounding from behind her. As she did, she came face to chest
with a white linen shirt under a crisp navy suit. She followed the
line of the slim tie to a man’s jawline. A
sexy as fuck jawline.

Continuing her trail upwards, she noticed
the slight stubble, no more than a day's worth, covering one of the
most attractive faces she had ever seen. Prominent cheekbones,
full, kissable lips, a straight nose, and deep brown eyes framed in
dark lashes looking back at her, assessing her in return.

His thick, dark eyebrows matched the color
of his hair, the shorter cut on the back and sides, with the top
gelled as if he ran his hand through once and left, made it appear
dark as night.

Well, sex on a stick, he’s beautiful.

She didn’t respond, her
brain still trying to take all of him in. He wasn’t overly
muscular, but the shape and cut of the suit left little to the
imagination. He was broad and hard, sinewy lines throughout his
tall frame. She had to crane her neck to look up at him.
Sex on a tall
stick!

Where she would normally
give a flirtatious smile, she frowned. Martin had been making snide
comments all night, severely lowering her self-esteem. She was
pretty — blonde hair, green eyes — but typically hid her curves.
Michelle had had enough, and practically forced her into the dress
she wore tonight — a crimson A-line dress with a sweetheart
top, “accentuating your voluminous breasts and flaring to show off
your hourglass figure”. Michelle’s words, of course. She looked in
the mirror before leaving, admitting she looked good. Yet rather
than be impressed, her date remarked he was surprised she was “so
confident to wear something like that with your body”.
Confidence shot in a matter of
minutes.
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