
Coffee and Creativity
An Easton Falls College Romance
Peter Tarkulich

Digital Edition

Copyright 2026 Peter Tarkulich
All Rights Reserved

Cover illustration by Peter Tarkulich

No portion of this publication may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the written permission of the author.

No AI was used in the creation of this ebook in any way.
Table of Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Author's Note

Author Bio
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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The sound of energetic banging against the door startled Kiara as she was packing her dark-purple messenger bag for the day. "See you in class, Kia!" Her roommate's voice penetrated the wood as if it weren't there. Before she could respond, Kiara heard the door to the common area beyond slam shut, rattling her own door on its hinges.

She shook her head and continued packing up her books. Allison was her opposite – loud, boisterous, and scatterbrained. Yet somehow they managed to get along without annoying each other. They had met in a psychology course the semester before and hit it off. Although, "hit it off" in this case meant Allison had worn down Kiara's defenses enough that she was able to win her over as a friend. But Kiara was glad for it. Things had worked out in her favor because of the friendship. When it came time to decide on living arrangements for the current year, Kiara would have preferred trying for a single room, but those had been extremely difficult to come by. Instead, she had joined Allison and her friend Melody in calling a split triple her new home.

She grabbed a pair of black high-heeled pumps off of her overcrowded shoe rack and slipped them on, glancing around her room. A year and a month in, the intimate campus of Easton Falls College was finally starting to  feel like a home. Having control over her own space for once, she had done her best to make her room as comforting as she could, with inspirational fashion magazine clippings taped to the wall and art nouveau posters spread around. There were even twinkling LED fairy lights strung around the room, something she hadn't been allowed to do in her room at home. Stray clothes and papers were left scattered about the floor, something else she hadn't been allowed to get away with. All things considered, she thought with a wry smirk, getting as far away from home as possible had been the best thing she could have done for herself.

It also helped that she had better roommates in her second year, she admitted to herself with a shudder as she shouldered her bag. Callie, the roommate from Hell, had left quite a sour taste in her mouth. But Allison and Melody, despite their proclivity for the occasional raucous get-together in the common area, were actually nice to live with. They certainly never left half-eaten food sitting around for days or brought sketchy hook-ups back to the room, that was for sure.

Melody was in the common area when Kiara exited her room, sitting cross-legged in one of the two worn gray armchairs and tapping away at something on her phone. Unlike Kiara, who was ready for the day, she was still in her red fleece pajamas, and her dark-brown frizzy hair was even frizzier than usual. "Good morning," she said cheerfully without looking up from her phone. Kiara responded in kind as she took one more look in the full-body mirror on the wall next to a closet to check her eye-shadow and to fix a few stray strands of her straight black hair, then she threw a tan jacket on. "You look great, hon," Melody said, once again without detaching her eyes from her phone screen. "You always do."

"Thank you," Kiara said, appreciative of the compliment, but not fully internalizing it. Her outfits were great, sure, but she was short and not skinny like either of her roommates. The two of them had natural beauty; she had to work for hers, as her mother liked to frequently remind her. She glared at herself in the mirror with her dark brown eyes as if scolding herself for her inadequacies.

She double-checked that she had her room key before she allowed the door to click shut behind her. That was a mistake she only wanted to make the one time, she thought with a grimace. Then she was off to her least favorite class and with each step her grimace became more of a scowl.

She had put off some of her general education requirements her first year, opting for filling up on her core classes and ones she wanted to take, which had been a fun start to her college career. However, that meant dealing with the fallout of that and slogging through the stuff she had pushed aside. Sophomore year had turned into wasting time with things like biology and creative writing. It was the latter that she was shuffling off to at that moment, leaving any enthusiasm behind in her room.

Creativity was not a foreign concept to Kiara; if it were, she wouldn't have been pursuing a career in fashion design. Ideas and colors, textures and patterns, all constantly swirled in her head, a non-stop storm of creativity. However, writing stories was not something she had ever put any thought into, nor did she have any desire to. And all of the easy English courses had filled up quickly. But she had to satisfy her gen ed requirement. Creative Writing 101 had been available at a time that worked into her schedule, so she had signed up and had hoped it would be an easy class after all.

Hope had done little other than to frustrate her, though, she thought ruefully as she opened the door out of McCallum Hall and stepped into the surprisingly still warm September air. There was a new assignment almost every week, and she was barely scraping by with a middling grade. She had never been a poor student in high school. Couldn't afford to be in her family. But writing was just not one of her strong skills, and she didn't even like doing it, so why push herself? As long as she passed and got the credit she needed, she was golden.

She sighed and tried to cheer herself by looking around the busy campus. The sun, which had been hard to find the last few weeks, was spilling over the buildings and tree-lined walkways with as much glee as the rain had been recently. It was nice not to need an umbrella for once, she thought with a smile as she lifted her face to the light. The rays warmed her dark skin, and she almost let out a throaty coo of contentment. She could have had even better weather year round if she had moved out to the west coast with Tyler...

With a deep breath, she screeched the brakes on that line of thought. She was already in a foul mood because of her class, no need to make it worse by thinking about him.

Getting away from him as well as her family was why she had landed at Easton Falls College. The tiny upstate New York college town was a far cry from where she had grown up. The pace of Easton Falls was so much slower than Long Island, that was for sure. But she loved it. Her life in L.I. was always go-go-go. Now she felt like she could stop and breathe once in a while. When she wasn't buried in homework or hustling to class, that was.

Her parents, already disappointed in her choice of a career path, had insisted that she at least attend the Fashion Institute of Technology in New York City. Not only would it keep her closer to home, but it was a more fitting college for them to brag about her attending. For those two reasons alone, it was enough to have chosen EFC instead.

She pulled her phone out of her bag to see that she was running late, as usual. The professor didn't punish them for not being on time, and it wasn't like she missed much in the first five minutes anyway, so she felt no great need to hurry. Running in heels was something she was actually good at, but there was no need to make a spectacle of herself. Although being one of the few girls on campus who actually wore heels was a spectacle enough. The black Cole Haan pumps were new, anyway—why risk snapping a heel or scuffing them up? She could have just slummed it in a sensible pair of sneakers or Uggs, but she wasn't about to sacrifice her personal fashion sense for comfort or conformity.

Sooner than she would have liked, the simple brick facade of Weyerman Hall came into view. Most of the English courses were housed there, as well as philosophy and a handful of other various liberal arts classes. The wordsmiths, as it were. Even though Kiara didn't have a head for most of it, she did admire those who did. She wasn't a monster, after all.

As she approached the door to the classroom she could see through the small window that Professor Lee had already started speaking. "Here we go again," she muttered to herself before she quietly stepped into the classroom. The trick was to slip in and stay awake. Hopefully no one would pay her any attention.

* * *
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OUT OF THE CORNER OF his eye Sean noticed that she was late again. Mystery Girl always slipped in through the door quietly several minutes into the class and took the empty seat closest to the door. He was sure nobody else noticed, or even cared, including Professor Lee. But he always noticed because he liked that little burst of serotonin he felt every time he saw her. She rarely looked in his direction, so he could take a little time to admire her from across the room. Her golden-brown skin and deep-black hair were burned into his mind, and if he could paint he was sure he'd be able to capture her image with his eyes closed.

There was no roll call, so he had never had an opportunity to learn her name. Since the beginning of the semester he had referred to her as Mystery Girl. And she was definitely a mystery—she snuck in late every day, kept quiet, and zoomed out of there as soon as class was over. She was a brief glimpse of the sun during an otherwise cloudy day, illuminating the world around her, but always disappearing as quickly as she appeared. At least that was how he saw her.

And just like with the sun, he didn't let his gaze linger on her for too long. Partly because he didn't want to be a creeper, but also because Creative Writing was a class he enjoyed and wanted to excel in, so he tried to pay attention. After getting some of the basic English classes out of his way, he was enthralled to finally manage to get into a creative writing course so that he could exercise what he liked to do most—writing fiction. And Professor Lee had been an amazing teacher so far, pushing them out of their comfort zones and showing them techniques to squeeze the most creativity out of their writing.

Mystery Girl seemed to be interested, too. She always had her notebook open, scratching away as the teacher spoke. One of these days, maybe he'd get the courage to actually talk shop with her. Or, you know, just talk to her.

Right, he thought ruefully, looking at Mystery Girl's beautiful long black hair shimmer as she moved her head. And then we'll live happily ever after. Can't get much more fictional than that.

Class rolled on and they reviewed their previous assignment, an exercise in brainstorming ideas. Coming up with ideas was never something that Sean had an issue with—it was finding the time to do something with them all that was the issue. Between his class load and his part-time job, time was a luxury. However, not having a social life helped, so there was that.

Professor Lee ended the class period with, "On Friday I'll be announcing a fun new project. I know I normally announce them on Monday, but I wanted to be able to give you the whole of the following week to work on this one. Please make sure you're all here." The class was dismissed and Sean flicked his gaze towards Mystery Girl, who predictably gathered up her things and disappeared out the door like a ninja. He didn't know where she went after that; he never saw her in any of his other writing or literature courses, nor any of his handful of electives. And it was a small campus. 

Sean followed the flow of students into the hallways of Weyerman Hall and headed to his next class, scanning the halls for Mystery Girl even though he knew he wouldn't see her.

* * *
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ONCE CLASSES WERE DONE for the day, Sean high-tailed it to his next stop, which was work. Student loans only went so far, so in order to survive on his own he had to be a wage-slave as well as a student. It wasn't glamorous, it didn't pay overly well, but he was able to drink as much coffee as he wanted to and he took advantage of that as often as he could.

He stepped into Bean Around and took a big whiff of the warm air, like he always did. The smell of coffee filled him with a contentment that was unachievable any other way. Around him were the familiar sounds of conversations, spoons clinking against ceramic mugs, and the underlying music that they kept at a reasonable volume. "He's here!" came a familiar excited voice over all of that.

"I'm here," he said with a smile to his exuberant pink-haired employer, coworker, and friend. They were finishing up with a customer while Sean stashed his stuff in the back room and grabbed one of the freshly-cleaned black aprons. When he emerged, Pink attacked him with a crushing hug, like they always did.

"What's up?" they asked, stepping back and brushing a hand through their lion's mane of consistently pink-dyed hair. The colorful plastic buttons on their apron rattled against one another with the movement.

"Same old, same old," Sean replied, surveying the state of the work area. Pink was great with the customers, but not as good at keeping things neat and tidy. That's why the two of them made a great team. His proclivity for organizing and cleaning had gotten him the job on the spot.

As he worked his magic on the mess, the two of them chit-chatted, pausing as the sparse evening customers came in for their doses. The Starbucks a few blocks over did much better business than they did, but Bean Around had a much more loyal customer base. Pink had worked hard to achieve that loyalty after opening the coffee shop three years prior. They worked long days, filling in when help was unavailable, but always doing it with a smile and an infectious sense of joy. And even though Pink owned the place, they always acted like they were just one of the employees. When Sean worked with them, they were just another barista, and the two of them had as much fun as they could while getting the work done. The little shop was his happy place as much as it was Pink's.

During one of the lulls, Pink leaned against the counter and casually asked, "So did you talk to her yet?"

"Wow, you made it almost two hours into the shift before asking that," Sean said and sipped his third cup of coffee. "That's a record."

"Thank you and go fuck yourself," Pink said with a theatrical bow. "Also, answer the question."

"No, I did not talk to her."

They heaved a sigh as dramatic as their bow. "How am I supposed to vicariously live your dating life if you don't have one?"

"You could, I dunno, do it yourself and actually date someone?"

"Nah, that's too much work," Pink responded with a grimace. "All that compromising and arguing and getting in each other's ways, just for a few smooches and some nookie... I'd rather just hear about it."

"So you want your own real-life romance novel," Sean said with a shake of his head.

"Yes! The dirtier the better. So start working on that for me!"

"I could just write you one," he offered.

"Nooo, I want you to get your Mystery Girl!" they whined. "Believe it or not, I want you to be happy, too."

"Well, I appreciate that," Sean said with a chuckle, though he knew Pink meant it. Pink was like the sibling he had always wanted.

They finished out their shift, closed up the shop at 9:00pm, and prepped things for the morning shift. On their way out of the darkened and silent coffee shop, Pink said, "You wanna hit McGregor's with me?"

"No, but thanks," Sean said. Pink often invited him out to the bars, but he wasn't much of a bar person. Or a going out person. The few times he had agreed to go with them he had left slightly more miserable than he had been going in. "I have some homework to do before crashing."

"How about the titty bar then?"

"Good night, Pink," he said over his shoulder as he walked away.

"I have a bunch of singles with your name on them!"

He raised a dismissive hand into the air and blushed as he passed a few people who had heard the loud exchange. Pink had no shame. He just smiled and shook his head as he made his way towards his apartment and his lonely night in.
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So this is the kind of day it's gonna be, thought Sean as he sprinted down the street towards campus. A few people glanced at him curiously as he raced by, but he was ignored for the most part. It was a college town, so people were used to students being late for their classes. But Sean wasn't. If anything, he was usually too early.

He rounded a street corner and saw the familiar buildings ahead. If he had lived on campus, this would have been so much easier. But no, he had wanted his own space, he thought ruefully. He had been up far too late working on a new story idea, and then had forgotten to set the alarm on his phone. Now he was nearing ten minutes past the class's start time, with zero coffee, no shower, and only a pack of Pop Tarts for breakfast that he managed to grab on the way out the door. And they weren't even the kind he liked.

The Weyerman building loomed in front of him, and he tapped into the last of his fuel reserves to get him over the finish line. He was sweating from the effort; his thick thrifted overcoat which kept him warm in the harsh upstate New York winters was now roasting him alive. As he set foot in the building he slowed his pace, but kept his walk brisk. His legs were burning, and it took maximum effort to ascend the stairs to the second floor.

By the time he reached room 234, he was ready to collapse, but he tried to regain his composure before entering. He knew he had to look a mess with his pale skin glistening and his thick dark-brown hair an unwashed rat's nest. Hopefully, no one would notice him.

"Excuse me, are you going to go in?" an annoyed voice startled him.

* * *
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THE YOUNG MAN SWUNG his head around and caught sight of Kiara, looking like the proverbial deer in headlights. "I, uh," he said, blinking rapidly. "I'm sorry, I just... I was late and..." He swallowed, stood up straight, and opened the door. "After you," he said, giving her a nervous smile.

She nodded at him and brushed past, trying not to smile at how adorably awkward he was. Honestly, she had stolen a few glances at him from across the room in the first few weeks of school, but had clamped down on that sort of thinking. No distractions was her first rule, and she intended to keep it that way.

She didn't make it far into the classroom before she stopped in confusion, causing the young man to crash into her. "Sorry, sorry," he mumbled, stepping as far away as he could get out of embarrassment. "What's going on?"

Before Kiara could answer, the professor caught sight of them and wandered over with a questioning raise of her eyebrow. "Nice of you both to join us."

"I'm so sorry," the young man said sheepishly. "I didn't set my alarm and I live off campus and..." He trailed off and shrugged. "What's going on?" he said again.

"We're doing a co-writing project. The goal is to write a short story as partners, using whatever technique or techniques that work best for the pair of you. I wanted to start today so that you'll have all of next week to actually write the story."

Kiara looked around the room and then back at the professor. "So I guess that means we're..." She pointed back and forth at herself and the young man.

"Correct."

She glanced at her new writing partner, and he gave her a crooked smile. Professor Lee pointed to a couple of empty desks by the window, towards which the two of them walked. Well, Kiara thought, let's see how this goes...

* * *
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SEAN'S HEART HAD FINALLY quieted after his mad dash to campus, but now it was thumping away again like a marching band drum. He managed to keep his cool, although he almost lost control of it once Mystery Girl seated herself and met his eyes. "I'm, uh, Sean, by the way." The sound of his own voice made him cringe.

"Kiara," she said simply, and just like that Mystery Girl was less of a mystery.

He wanted to tell her that it was a pretty name, but he didn't want to die from embarrassment by cliché, even though he meant it. Instead, he got right down to business. "So, uh, what do you want to write about?" She shrugged and opened her composition notebook, staring down at a blank page and tapping a mechanical pencil against it. "Well, we, um... we can write about anything. Do you... are there any, um... genres you like?"

"I don't really care," she muttered, and began scratching her pencil against the page. She wasn't writing, though. She started scratching loose lines on the page. So that's what she really did all class, he thought, crestfallen at the revelation. She doodled in her notebook. He had always thought she had been taking notes.

The fluttery lovey-dovey feelings that had been causing his heart to do double-time were rapidly fading and being replaced with disappointment.  Attempting a third time to get her input, he asked, "Okay, are there any subjects you want to tackle? Any themes? Anything?"

"Whatever you think works," she answered absently, filling in more of her page with what appeared to be a figure drawing.

Sean bit back what he wanted to say, squeezing his lips shut and taking a deep breath. Usually he was more composed, but after the rushed morning he'd had—including the absence of any caffeine—he felt very close to exploding. So he counted to ten, then said, "Okay, I'll get us started and come up with some ideas." There was no response from his partner, so he shook his head and opened his own notebook.

He stared at the page for a moment and then felt a rumble in his stomach. He fished out the packet of Pop Tarts and rustled the foil packet open loudly. Kiara paused and looked up at him with an arched eyebrow. Sheepishly, he offered one to her. She shook her head and returned to her drawing. With a shrug, he took a big out of one of the corners and then grimaced. He really didn't like the blueberry ones. He made a silent resolution to pay closer attention the next time he was grocery shopping.

After about ten minutes of silent brainstorming, he had a list of ideas, some good, some not-so-good. He flipped the notebook around, brushed some crumbs off of it, and said, "You wanna look these over and tell me what you think?"

Kiara looked up from her drawing confused, as if she had forgotten he was there and who he was. Then she looked down at the list for a moment, then back at him. "I honestly don't care, you can just pick one."

The fuse finally reached its destination and Sean gritted his teeth. Memories of being the only one to do work in middle school and high school group projects began to bubble to the surface, stirring long suppressed emotions. "This is a partner project. I can't... I don't want to do the whole thing myself."

"You're the writer," Kiara said without looking up from her drawing. "It'll probably be a better grade if I don't get involved anyway."

"Don't tell me that's the reason you're refusing to participate," he said with an uncharacteristic edge in his voice. A thought in the back of his mind warned him to calm down, but it was drowned out by the oncoming caffeine withdrawal headache. "It's pretty obvious you don't care about this project. Or this class."

Kiara paused, then lifted her head, her dark eyes narrowed and icy. "And how would you know how I feel about this class?"

"I've seen you drawing in your notebook instead of paying attention."

Thankfully, she didn't ask him why he had been watching her. "You're right, I don't care about this class. I couldn't get into the elective I wanted and I needed the credit for this semester. As long as I pass, that's all I care about."

"Nice attitude," he said, slumping back in his chair. "So just because you don't care, I have to suffer."

The cold expression warmed a bit, but only a little, as she studied him. "I'm sure you'll be fine. But I have other things to worry about than some silly writing class."

"Like your silly doodles?" he shot back, gesturing at her drawing.

The ice returned and she shut her composition book in a swift motion. Her head tilted upwards haughtily, and despite the context of the situation, for a moment Sean was reminded of why he had been infatuated with her in the first place—the light from the window shimmered over her long jet-black hair, making it almost glow, and it framed a face of
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