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  Preface



Dear Reader, 




Thank you so much for choosing my book! Sophie and Henry’s story was a joy to write, and I had so much fun. This novella is a prequel for The Well Space series, giving you a window into the world of the clinic. I hope you’ll join me for the rest of the series!

Less than Perfect is an open-door, opposites attract contemporary romance novella, with a guaranteed HEA. 

Trigger warnings include: Discussions of OCD and hoarding behavior (off page). If this content might be triggering for you, please take care and consider if reading this book is right for you.




Happy reading,




S.M. Levine
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Her ideal man might just be … less than perfect.




Sophie, a registered psych nurse and certified perfectionist, is almost ready to join a dating app. As soon as she gets the perfect profile written, the perfect photo taken, and a few practice dates in. So when shy, awkward pharmaceutical salesman Henry stops by the clinic, she asks him out—just as friends. 

But Henry’s been harboring a secret crush for months, and that night, a messy, hot chemistry sparks between them. When her new dating profile floods with messages, Sophie must choose between the perfect relationship she’d planned, or the imperfect one she never knew she needed.
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Sophie’s hands hovered over her laptop keyboard, waiting for her patient’s response. She’d been waiting a full minute already.

She cleared her throat lightly. “Mr. Evans? The last question was about your mood in general. Would you say you feel down or hopeless a lot of the time?”

The older man sat in the chair facing hers, bracing his elbows on his knees and looking down at the floor.

“Maybe so.” His voice came out hoarse on the last syllable.

This patient intake session was going less than ideally, like so many of the sessions she did as a nurse for the mental health clinic. She’d asked him the series of questions, marking his answers on the digital form with her usual precision. Was he experiencing sleep disturbances? Changes in eating habits? The man’s one-word answers wouldn’t give the clinic’s licensed therapists much to go on, but they’d have to do for now as a start.

“Okay.” Sophie closed the laptop with a soft click, keeping her tone as bright and upbeat as possible. “I’ll forward all this information to your new therapist, so she’ll have a chance to review it before your meeting tomorrow.”

“Thanks.” He slapped his hands on his jean-clad thighs and stood with a grunt. “Guess I’ll get going, then.”

After his stocky frame retreated from the exam room, Sophie re-opened the laptop.

Patient answered most of the intake questions, but not in detail, she typed in the notes section. Demeanor was subdued. Difficulty making eye contact.

She sighed and submitted the form, uploading it to his new patient file, and shut the device again. The world would be a better place if more of the men in it could name a single one of their emotions. But that was highly unlikely to ever change.

She needed to straighten the exam room before her next appointment. The next guest wasn’t a patient, but she had a very important question to ask him. 

Crossing the room to the antique roll-top desk in the corner, she pulled out a notebook and pencil from the neat stack of supplies. The oak bookshelf in the corner housed baskets of snacks and water bottles, and she grabbed two bottles.

She was adjusting the placement of the water bottles on the end table for the third time when Vanessa, her boss, stuck her head in the door, her cloud of auburn hair unmistakable. 

Vanessa raised a manicured eyebrow, her cat-eye glasses glinting as she cocked her head to the side. “Who’ve you got next? I thought that patient was the last one for the morning.”

Sophie straightened to her full height, several inches taller than Vanessa. Caught. She’d have to tell the truth, because she was a terrible liar. Lying involved inventing way too many details.

“He was the last patient. But the pharmaceutical rep from ChemCorp is coming by at 12:00.”

“Really? Him again?” Vanessa shook her head in disbelief. “He won’t give up, will he? You don’t have to take another meeting with him, you know.”

“I know.” She cleared her throat. “But since I had the extra time—”

“Ben’s going to say no again. He hates drug reps trying to sell their product in person. Why don’t they send an email, like everyone else?” Vanessa’s brows lowered. “Not that we’ve seen much of Ben lately.”

“Have you heard anything from him?” 

Ben and Vanessa had co-founded The Well Space ten years ago, and the mental health clinic, located in an old Victorian house downtown, had rapidly grown in popularity for its personal touch and cozy furnishings. But Ben had been missing from the office for weeks now.

Vanessa’s frown deepened. “Not much. He’s working from home, but he won’t say why. But if he was here, he’d tell this guy to get lost. So you should feel free to … Wait a minute.” 

She paused, and her green eyes zeroed in on Sophie, pinning her in place. “You want to see him.”

“I … I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.” A satisfied smile stretched Vanessa’s face as she crossed her arms over her chest. “You like him.”

“I don’t.” Sophie shook her head hard. “It’s nothing like that. I just need to ask him for a favor.”

“A favor. This should be good,” Vanessa said, her tone full of warm humor.

“I need someone to take me on a date. A practice one,” she added in a rush.

“Why the hell do you need a practice date? Just go on a real one. You’re smart and gorgeous. You look like Snow White, with all that dark hair and the huge blue eyes. That guy tripped and fell on his face the first time he saw you. Looked like infatuation to me, and I have a pretty good radar for that stuff.”

“He doesn’t like me. He just happened to fall that day.” Sophie shifted her eyes to the side to avoid Vanessa’s probing gaze. 

Of all the times for her boss to turn her legendary couples counseling skills on her. Most of the time, she managed to do her job perfectly well and not get noticed by anyone. But not today, of all days.

“Anyway,” she went on, “I’m asking him out because I’m getting ready to join a dating app. But before I do, I want to make sure I’m doing everything right. I’ve written four drafts of my profile already. And I’ve been researching what questions to ask your partner on a first date. I need to make sure I don’t make any mistakes.”

“Sophie.” Vanessa’s tone softened. “You don’t have to do everything right. You’ll make some mistakes. You’ll meet some crappy guys, but that’s how you find out what you like and what you don’t want.”

Vanessa didn’t understand. No one else could understand her intense need to make order out of chaos, because no one else had grown up in her family. Being in control of situations meant you could predict the outcome better, and dating had to work the same as anything else.

“I thought since we’ve met a few times, and he seemed to keep coming back, that he might want to go out with me sometime. Just for practice, like I said.”

“Oh, this is going to be good.” Vanessa rubbed her hands together, looking for all the world like someone about to watch their favorite sporting event.

“You don’t have to stick around and watch.” A touch of defensiveness crept into her tone. 

“I won’t,” Vanessa assured her. “I do want to know what happens, though. He’s going to fall out of his chair when you ask him.”

“He won’t.” But he might. 

Henry was a bit … there wasn’t another word for it than clumsy. He’d tripped over the door frame at their first meeting, sending his carefully packed suitcase full of drug samples flying. Horrified at the mess, Sophie had run to help him put everything back in order. Ten minutes later, he’d spilled his water bottle in his lap.

Maybe she should put the water bottles away before he got here.

“Well, keep me updated. I want a report after this meeting.” Vanessa winked at her and strode away down the hall, her pink satin skirt swishing around her calves.

Maybe if she dressed in bright colors, velvet, and silk like Vanessa, then she’d feel more confident. She looked down at her own boring outfit—stretchy black work pants, white no-iron top, flats. Her hair braided and coiled around her head, like she wore it every day. 

No man would be attracted to her dressed like this, would he? But maybe Henry wouldn’t mind a quick dinner. Or a coffee. As little time as possible would probably be good for her first date.

A moment later, a soft knock sounded against the door frame, and she turned to find the object of her plans standing in the doorway.

He had sandy colored hair, soft hazel eyes, and the kind of complexion that showed a blush instantly, a wash of color already high on his cheekbones from the cold early spring morning. He was maybe six feet tall, solidly built with a bit of softness at his waist. Today he wore herringbone dress pants and a cream button-down sporting a few wrinkles. He had one sleeve rolled up to his forearm, and the other one down, as if he’d forgotten the second cuff.
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