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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.

Instead of the sexy vixen she’d been leaving
Michelle’s place, after Martin’s comments she felt exposed, and
silly, to be wearing something meant for a person a few sizes
smaller.

“It’s not polite to
eavesdrop, you know,” she said, stepping backwards to leave the
small space. He stepped with her, keeping her in place.

“It’s also not polite to
try and leave your date in the middle of dinner. Yet, here you
are.” He smirked, looking even sexier.

“I don’t normally. I … I
don’t think I can sit here any longer.” She sighed, looking down.
“‘Find Your Love’ — more like ‘Find Your Migraine’,” she commented
to herself, rubbing her temples. Her voice raised slightly as she
voiced her thoughts. “I just want to go home, get in bed, eat some
ice cream, watch TV, adopt a few dogs, marry Christian Slater, and
die.”

She hadn’t realized she had quoted the movie
until he laughed.

“Whoa there, ‘Buffy’. I
think you have a few steps before you move to Europe,
yeah?”

She looked up, shocked he knew the
reference. His eyebrow was cocked, a perfect pointed arch, as the
smirk from before widened.

“I’d call
you a bitch for using a fake picture, but I don’t see
anything wrong with how
you look,” he commented, referring to her tirade.

Jules crossed her arms
over her chest. She’d expected him to be at least somewhat
embarrassed he’d been eavesdropping on her message to Michelle.
Instead, he was critiquing it and
using it to hit on her — obviously already on a
date, albeit, a crappy one — at the same time. What a pompous ass! “You’re
assuming I did
something wrong, as opposed to him being a complete jerk? Nice. For
the record, I updated my picture last week. I don’t pretend to be
someone I’m not.”

She felt her face heat
again at the topic. She had gained more weight this past year, a
combination of those damn pastries, wine, and laziness. Her curves
were decidedly curvier, her stomach having lost its flatness years
ago, slowly replaced by the teensiest bulge. Okay, not so teensy, she thought as
she attempted to flatten her stomach by sucking in a
breath.

He lifted his arms in mock surrender. “No
need to get defensive,” he laughed. “I’m in the same boat as you. I
realized just as the appetizers were being served my date is a
complete moron, and I don’t know how to get out of it without
hurting her feelings.”

He ran his hand through his hair, the motion
straining his suit jacket against the muscles of his arms. Caught
for a moment in the sheer intensity of his attractiveness, she
laughed. “Did you try phoning a friend?”

“Not my style,
gorgeous.”

The blood rushed to her face at the
compliment, immediately brought back to feeling self-conscious at
what she assumed was him mocking her. She crossed her arms as she
returned his smirk. “Hmm. Well, I might be a bitch, but at least I
don’t try to pick up a date while I’m already on one.”

“If I
was trying to pick you up, I would.” Arrogance laced his words, and she
was sure he meant it. He was one of those. His wording cemented for her
the idea she wasn’t attractive to him.

“You’re
not my type.” Lies.

It was his turn to laugh, exposing his
perfectly white teeth and the radiance his smile transformed his
face into.

“Darling,
I’m every woman’s type. Guarantee if it were me who had messaged your
online profile we’d be sitting here together right now.”

She scrunched her face as
she spoke, “Darling, I’m on the worst date of my life with a guy who, I think,
fantasizes about his mother. He
messaged my dating profile. I agreed to the date with
him. You really
want to be lumped into that category? With the
mother-fucker tonight, and the loud chewer before that, and the
I-forgot-to-mention-I-have-herpes guy before that?” She paused for
a second, before continuing, “I bet you send dick pics, don’t you?
You know, because it’s what every
woman wants. Guess what. It isn’t. Now, if you’ll
excuse me, I’m going to be polite and head back to my date and
count the minutes before it’s over. Maybe I’ll even order dessert —
watch him have a coronary.”

She turned on her heel and
walked back toward the table. She might have swayed her hips just
a bit exaggeratedly, but screw it. Taking a deep breath, she pulled
out her chair and took her seat across from Martin. She had
finished her dinner and assumed he would as well while she was in
the restroom, yet he picked up his fork as if he had taken a break
while she was gone.

“I thought I’d have to come
find you, Julie. Didn’t know where you went,” he remarked, shoving
a forkful of potatoes into his mouth.

“Juliet,” she corrected,
hating the nickname Julie. Her attention turned sideways, catching
the eye of the infuriating hottie from before only a few tables
away. He was sitting across his table from a thin brunette, who was
waving her arms and moving her lips, exaggerated movements Jules
only assumed was part of some sort of story. Rather than pay
attention to his date, his eyes bored into hers.

She shifted in her seat.

“Well?” Martin asked,
pulling her attention back to him.

“I’m sorry, what?” she
asked, not attempting to hide her disinterest.

“Have you
been to the top of the Empire State Building?” he asked, rolling
his eyes. It took all of her effort not to
really pick up her fork
and stab him in the hand. “I took mother there a few years ago, and
she loved it,” he continued, not waiting for her response. She
sighed, sneaking a peek back toward “sex on a tall stick”. Her
mouth dropped open.

He was walking up to them, smiling, his date
trailing behind. He stopped at their table.

“Buffy!” he exclaimed,
looking directly at her. Martin looked between the two of them,
bewildered. The man gently took her hand, lifting her from the seat
as he pulled her into him in a hug. His arms wrapped around her
waist and she inhaled the scent of him — a soft, woodsy cologne
with the faint musk of what she could only describe as pure
masculinity underneath.

He pulled his head back, catching her chin
in his hand and tilting her head to him. “It’s me, Austin. Gosh, I
haven’t seen you since … since college!”

She was at a complete loss. He bent forward,
kissing her cheek, and whispered in her ear. “Consider this phoning
a friend.”


 



Chapter Three

 


The look on Martin’s face as Austin sat
himself and his date was worth the evening of torment alone. He
took the seat next to Jules, his date sitting across from him,
leaving both sides of the square table full.

“You have the wrong woman,
buddy,” Martin seethed, his teeth clenched, as Austin simply
brushed him aside.

“No, I’m sure of it, right,
Buff? I mean, you’ve changed since college,” he exaggeratedly
licked his lips, his eyes narrowing. “You were such a beanpole
then. Those curves look great on you.”

Martin looked back and forth between them,
face reddening in anger. Before he could speak, Jules chimed in.
“Martin, yes, so sorry. This is Austin.” She paused for a second as
a wicked idea came over her. If he was going to play at her
expense, she’d do the same. “We dated at the end of senior year in
college, briefly.”

“Such a small world!”
Austin’s date squealed. “Hi, I’m Mindy,” she introduced, shaking
hands with Juliet and then Martin. Jules rolled her eyes at the
approval on Martin’s face when Mindy smiled at him.

“Dated briefly?” Martin
repeated Austin’s explanation in disbelief.

Her lips curled in a
slight smile. “Very. Seems Austin here is the master at brief encounters.”

Austin’s eyes narrowed,
his gaze boring into hers, as his smile matched hers.
Game on, buddy.

“Why is he calling you
‘Buffy’?” Martin asked, still bewildered, yet the anger had
subsided somewhat.

Austin cut in, finally
removing his gaze from Jules. She used the moment to lift her glass
of wine to her lips. “Didn’t you know? Buffy the Vampire Slayer is her
favorite movie. Well, that, and Throw
Momma from the Train.”

Jules nearly spit her wine
at the joke. She coughed into her glass as the other three turned
to look at her. She kept her smile hidden behind the liquid,
composing herself. “I thought your
favorite movie was Anchorman,” Martin commented, that
having been one of the few topics he allowed her to talk about
herself on.

“It is. Now, I mean. Back
then my tastes weren’t as sophisticated.”

Austin’s date, whom he had
introduced as Mindy, jumped in. “Oh, I love Anchorman. ‘That’s the way the cookie crumbles’,” she quoted, changing her tone to sound deeper. Jules had no
idea what line she was quoting.

“No,
Mindy, that’s Bruce
Almighty,” Austin said, his voice
soft.

“Oh,” she laughed, a
high-pitched squeal, “silly me!”

Jules took a look at the
woman sitting next to her. She was a knockout. Long, brunette hair,
likely a size zero, breasts entirely too large for her frame, and
lips plumped to the point she worried they might pop. Jules tilted
her head, seeing a vague resemblance to one of the more popular
pop-culture figures who was always on Instagram. She must have been
barely older than twenty-one, a good seven years younger than
Jules. She shifted in her seat, nervously. She’s what he finds
attractive, she found herself
wondering, suddenly self-conscious again.

The waitress came by at that moment, and
Austin took it upon himself to order a bottle of wine for the
table. He looked at Jules a moment before asking for the dessert
menu as well.

“Oh, I don’t eat sweets,”
Mindy offered, shrugging.

Martin scoffed. “None for us either,
thanks.” He looked pointedly at Jules as the frown graced his
lips.

Austin’s eyes narrowed, disapprovingly. He
turned back toward Jules. “Want to share? Like old times?”

She looked back and forth between the two
men, a mini-standoff in place. Taking a breath, she chose her side.
“Of course. Still love chocolate?”

Austin smiled fully for
the first time, his lips curling around perfectly white, straight
teeth. The corners of his eyes crinkled, as his deep chocolate
irises darkened ever so slightly. Jules sucked in a breath.
He’s beautiful.

“We have a wonderful molten
chocolate lava cake,” the waitress offered, looking from one man to
the other.

Austin didn’t remove his eyes from Jules as
he answered, “Perfect.”

For a few moments, the
dinner conversation lightened, returning to favorite movies. Austin
mentioned his all-time favorite was The
Shawshank Redemption, and looked almost offended when Jules mentioned she hadn’t
seen it.

The dessert arrived, the chocolate cake
centered in a round plate covered in powdered sugar and chocolate
syrup. A mint leaf stood from the top of the accompanying ice cream
on the side, already melting on the plate. Jules noted there was
only one spoon, the remaining utensils having been removed from the
table.

Before she could ask for
another, Mindy asked the waitress where the restroom was. Martin
jumped in, offering to take her there as he needed to use one as
well. Jules couldn’t help but notice how Martin’s eyes had been
glued to Mindy since they sat. He might as
well be salivating, she thought darkly.
They excused themselves, leaving Juliet and Austin sitting
together.

Her heart raced in her chest as he took the
single spoon, dipping it first in a small amount of ice cream, and
following with a scoop of the cake, the warm center pouring from
the hole left.

His gaze locked with hers. “Open,” he
commanded, lifting the spoon in the air between them. She swallowed
hard. Helpless not to obey, she parted her lips. He leaned forward
as he placed the spoon on her tongue, her lips closing around it.
He pulled the spoon back, sliding it from between her lips, the
chocolate masterpiece lighting her taste buds on fire.

She closed her eyes, nearly groaning an
“Mmmm.”

When she opened them, his gaze was still
upon hers, his eyes having darkened in intensity once again. He
licked his lips, taking another spoonful and returning it to her
mouth, repeating the motion. After this bite, she smiled. He
shifted in his seat.

“Have some, it’s
delicious,” she remarked, her face suddenly hot.

“I’m sure it is,” he
responded, looking down for a brief moment into her cleavage. When
his gaze returned, he told her, “You have some on your
lip.”

Before she could dart her tongue to catch
the errant drop, he reached forward, his hand caressing her jaw as
his thumb trailed over her bottom lip.

Her lips parted automatically, her breath
exhaling in a soft “puh”. He pulled his hand back and watched her
as he sucked his thumb into his mouth.

“Delicious,” he
repeated.

They stared for a moment, neither breaking
the stare, until the chair next to her pulled out indicating Mindy
and Martin’s return.

“Miss us?” she asked,
taking her seat. She turned to Martin, remarking about something
they had seen on their way back from the bathroom. Juliet’s blood
rang in her ears from the moment they had just shared; her pulse
throbbing almost to the point of pain in her neck.

Austin grinned at her seductively before
turning his attention back to the table, allowing her a moment of
reprieve. She took a deep breath, trying to slow her heart
rate.

 


• • •

 


The four made their way out the front doors,
their meal having ended far too soon for Juliet’s liking. Jules’
car pulled up first, a sleek black Lexus RC F, her first major
purchase on her own. She loved her car, and was proud of it, having
saved up for three years for this car.

As the valet handed her back her keys,
Austin let out a low whistle. “Hot wheels, Buff.”

She blushed, turning her head down.
“Thanks.”

She bade farewell to
Mindy, expressing pleasantries about their meeting. Next, turning
to Martin, giving him a stiff hug she thanked him for
dinner. Never doing that again, she knew.

Austin held his arms out for her. As she
stepped into him, he pulled her close, crashing her full length
against his. Her breasts hit his hardened chest, her soft stomach
pressing against what felt like steel under his suit.

His arms wrapped around her, squeezing her
to him as he nuzzled into her neck. “You can thank me later for
saving you tonight,” he whispered.

She pulled her head back, looking into his
eyes. He squeezed her once more, and placed a soft kiss on her
cheek, centimeters away from her mouth, before loosening his
grip.

She got into her car, taking one last look
at the man from her rearview mirror. She was certain he had flirted
with her, yet his comments also held an air of superiority,
something she generally despised. The fact she liked it on him,
wanted to explore the full depths of his … arrogance, annoyed
her.

Oh, well. Never seeing him
again, anyway, she chastised herself as
she drove away.


 



Chapter Four

 


Juliet had gotten in early the following
Monday, Michelle no doubt running a few minutes late anyway. It was
early — still dark at only 4:15am, yet the shop opened at five and
they needed to prepare for the early morning rush.

She turned on the machines
just as Tyler, one of the other baristas, entered. Tyler had been
working at the coffee shop on and off for a few years, and was
every female’s favorite to work with. He was cute, she supposed.
Brownish/reddish hair, chocolate eyes, that whole California-surfer
style.

She called out a “hello”
as he went to the back to start the ovens for the morning
muffins. A man who can bake too.
Catching herself, she shook her head.
Great, I’m so desperate I’m scoping out my
co-workers.

Juliet had enough. She
needed to be away from the dating world for a while, not focusing
on men, but rather herself. She was tired of dates which went
nowhere. Her only decent date in the past few months was the
non-date over the
weekend, with Austin.

She shook her head,
wondering what she was doing wrong. She was twenty-eight, had her
own apartment, her own job, and was between semesters of night
school finishing a second Master’s degree, this time in teaching.
In all, she had a lot to offer a man. Too
bad they don’t have a lot to offer me.

They said when you stopped
looking, you found love. She didn’t know who “they” were, but she
heard it enough to decide to listen. She logged onto Find Your Love
to delete her profile when she had a message alert. Curiosity
getting the better of her, she opened it to find a message from a
user name she had never interacted with before —
TheOneAndOnly. What a pompous …
Her thought stopped mid-way through when she saw
the message:

TheOneAndOnly: Why am I not your type?

Juliet’s mouth dropped
open. It can’t be. She clicked his user name to open his profile and her
suspicion was confirmed. It was him. Austin, from the restaurant.
His picture was a selfie, him sitting against what looked to be a
headboard, arm raised slightly above his neck with the top of his
chest visible. His face was set in a small smirk, as if he was
toying with her through the picture. She noted he was wearing a
crisp white shirt and the same navy tie he had worn the night he
met her, yet it was now undone, hanging around his neck.

She looked further through
and read more of his stats. Name — Remember it now, you’ll be
screaming it later. Jerk,
she thought to herself, yet smiled all the
same. Age — 32,
Height — 6’5”, Weight — A woman never tells. Okay, so he has a sense of humor. Looking for — Buffy.

Buffy?

“Who’s the hottie?”
Michelle’s voice behind her caused her to jump. She had been so
engrossed in his profile she didn’t hear her come in.

“Huh?” Jules turned, trying
to collect her thoughts.

“Buffy?” Michelle asked,
still looking over Juliet’s shoulder.

“He’s the guy, Meesh. The
one from the restaurant the other night,” Juliet explained, still
in shock at the message.

“No way.
Damn, Jules. Your description did not do him justice.” Michelle
whistled low, shaking her head as she looked. “What did he
say?”

“‘Why am I not your
type?’”

“Oh,
girl. You have to respond!”

“Respond to what?” Tyler
asked, having just come out of the kitchen.

“Jules
met some hottie at a restaurant while she was on another date, and
he found her dating profile and messaged her.” Michelle offered,
her head tilting as she smiled at Tyler. “Speaking of which, when
are you messaging me, doll?”

Tyler shook his head, answering, “Don’t
think the girlfriend would like me messaging other women.” He
smirked as he playfully mussed Michelle’s hair.

Michelle laughed as she took the phone out
of Juliet’s hand and gave it over. After getting the details of
their conversation the other night, and explaining the question as
a reference to her attempt to turn him down in the restaurant
hallway, Tyler smirked. “Damn. You really got to him.”

“What do you mean?” Jules
asked.

“He created this profile
two days ago. That’s the night you met, right? He created it
specifically to find you. And his question — he’s
hooked.”

She took the phone back,
scrolling further down his profile and seeing Tyler was right. He
had only been on for two days. Since
Saturday.

“I’m not even sure how he
found me. There are thousands of profiles on here.”

“It’s not that hard, if
you’re looking for someone specific. You can search certain
criteria — age range, hair and skin color, location. It would
narrow the field, but you’re right. He spent some time looking,”
Tyler confirmed.

The idea of someone looking for, and
finding, her was concerning. Thanks to the creepiness of the notes
left on the tables for her, she always felt on edge, not knowing
who was sending them. She shook her head, reminding herself of the
chance encounter with Austin, doubting he was the one sending the
letters.

Michelle squealed. “Say something cute. No …
say something sexy!”

Tyler laughed. “You should say something
challenging.”

Jules cocked her head, unsure what he
meant.

“Oh, come on, Jules. He hit
on you and you said you weren’t his type. He then crashed your
date, unable to leave you alone. He obviously thought about you the
whole night, made a page, looked for you, found you, and his first
words go back to you turning him down. If you want to keep him
hooked, don’t give in.”

Both girls looked at him incredulously.
Michelle’s slow smile crept over her face. “He’s right. He’s a
total alpha, and you knocked him down a peg. Oooh, keep the game
up. But definitely sleep with him. He looks like he knows what he’s
doing.”

Jules sighed. “Firstly, he
was an ass. I don’t think I want to meet up with him. Second,
usually the hot ones don’t
know what they’re doing. They never had to work
for it.”
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