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      This book was going to be the death of me.

      I just knew it. “Come on, Ellie,” I groaned. “Think.”

      It was like one of those projects that sounded good in the beginning, but by the middle it had me tearing my hair out.

      Leaning back in my chair, I removed my glasses and rubbed my eyes. The Perfect Man. How could I have thought that was a good thing to take on? I was a romance writer, for Christ’s sake. A romance writer without a shred of romantic experience.

      And now, my main character had to find what I had never been able to.

      In other words, I was screwed.

      And hungry.

      And just so darn tired of staring at these same words. Words that weren’t getting me anywhere.

      Settling my glasses back on my nose, I turned in my rolling desk chair to stare at my overflowing bookcase. What I really needed was to read a book that wasn’t by me.

      Also, tacos.

      I ran my fingers through my thick blonde hair, pulling it back and securing it with the pink hair tie I wore around my wrist. Bangs swept across my forehead, not really having any style to them other than “geek chic” just like my Readers Rule the World T-shirt. Slipping my feet into a worn pair of black Converse sneakers, I draped my purse over one shoulder and grabbed my keys.

      My stomach growled as if it knew I’d soon satisfy it with cheesy, gooey tacos and probably a new book or five.

      I locked my door and ran down the outside staircase that took me right to the place of my dreams. Because I, Ellie Amore, lived above a bookstore that happened to have a taco stand inside instead of the usual coffee place. Lord, was this heaven?

      Sometimes, I wondered if For the Love of Books was put on this earth just for me.

      The bell above the front door jingled as I pushed my way in. “Ellie!” Lovern poked her head around the endcap she was working on. “Shouldn’t you be writing more words for us, young lady?”

      I stopped by the display that featured books by Cape Kismet’s only author, showcasing the last two bestsellers. Yep, that was me, a woman who once knew how to write words. “I’m getting there.”

      Lovern ran a hand over her gray hair that was twisted into a tight bun. “Well, I’m not getting any younger.”

      “Ain’t that the truth!” a voice came from nearby, where Cruz was writing his lunch special on a chalkboard before reaching behind him for a plate. More people walked through the door—it was always a busy place—but I only had eyes for the tacos Cruz plated with a tantalizing slowness, teasing me.

      “Sorry, Lovern. Gotta run.”

      I’d had a few great loves in my life. Writing romance was number one, except on days like this. Bookstores were number two. And number three? Tacos.

      Cruz grinned when I took the plate. “You’re going to run me out of business if I don’t start making you pay.” There was a joke in his voice.

      “That sounds like a you problem. Now, I need to eat these and peruse the romance section while Lovern has a heart attack thinking I’m going to make a mess.” I flashed Cruz a smile, meeting his hazel eyes. His dimple winked as he matched the smile. He’d been keeping me in tacos for years now, and he knew me more than I cared to admit.

      I wasn’t a loner, mostly, but I also didn’t like people. I didn’t like them in my apartment, looking at my belongings, or in the bookstore bumping into me while I was on a mission. People talked too much, they greeted perfect strangers—weird—and they expected me to fit in with them.

      But Cruz… He wasn’t nearly as annoying as the rest.

      With a wave, I walked to the section I knew by heart. Romance. In all its forms, it boiled down to one thing: making the reader fall in love with the male main character. It was something I was good at… until now… until I decided he had to be the perfect man, not merely good.

      Perfect.

      There was a taunt to the word, an implication I’d fail.

      I never failed.

      The shell crunched when I bit into it, but holy heck, this taco right here was probably the cure for all heartbreak in the world.

      It was certainly the right thing to get me out of my own head.

      The romance section at For the Love of Books had always been a bit limited. Lovern loved her bodice rippers with half-naked Scotsmen on the covers. But when it came to contemporary stories, the kind that truly made readers feel something outside themselves, she, like many people, dismissed the entire genre. With the exception of my books, of course.

      I read the spines as I took another bite, not looking where I was going. My taco was halfway to my mouth when I slammed into someone and it smashed against his navy blue shirt.

      “I’m so sorry.” I tried to wipe the hot sauce and cheese with my hands before a strong grip pulled them away.

      My eyes traveled up his chest to meet fathomless blue eyes under a mop of dark curls. He released me and stepped back.

      “I really can’t believe I did that.” I chewed on my lip. “I mean, I really wanted to eat that taco. I didn’t plan on smearing it over someone’s shirt today. Though, I don’t know if anyone plans that. Maybe a psychopath. But why would a psychopath resort to smashing a taco on you? What did you do to the psychopath’s taco? It seems very strange you’d end up smashed with it when it’s so good it deserves to be eaten.”

      His brow furrowed, and he didn’t say anything as he looked from me to the books on the closest shelf. Understanding dawned in his eyes. “You’re a romance reader.” His voice was deeper than I’d expected, but I didn’t miss the scorn in his words.

      I glanced down at the remaining taco on my plate and took a bite while he waited for an answer. “Romance writer actually.”

      His eyebrows shot toward his hairline, and his gaze slid from my messy hair to the probably stained T-shirt—why didn’t I check before I left?—and black yoga pants. “It fits.” He shrugged and walked by me without another word.

      I turned on my heel and marched after him, setting my plate with the half-eaten final taco on a table near the front. “What do you mean it fits?”

      He didn’t respond as his long strides took him toward the register.

      “Hey.” I reached for his arm. “Stop walking and tell me what you meant.”

      He turned so quickly I didn’t have time to back away, and my chest bumped his. “Romance isn’t a real genre.”

      “Tell that to the millions of readers. It’s the fastest growing genre there is. Why do you hate love?”

      “I don’t hate love.”

      I crossed my arms, taking a step back. “Did someone break your heart? Is that why you’re so cynical?”

      “I’m not cynical.” His lips pressed into a firm line.

      “Romance is about more than love, guy I don’t know.”

      He laughed at that. “Chase.”

      “Well, Chase, the romance genre is about feeling something.”

      He raised a brow.

      “Not like that, you pervert. It’s about finding some bit of happiness in this world. People use romance as an escape when life gets rough. That’s what I provide to the world.”

      “Maybe those readers need to live their lives instead of escaping into a world of clichés and men who can’t possibly exist in real life.”

      This was the most I’d talked to a stranger in a long time, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. “Sure, romance is full of clichés, full of ridiculous tropes and characters. But, Chase, that’s the beauty of it. We can enjoy those things without judgment from people like you.”

      “Like me?”

      “What’s your favorite genre?”

      He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I like thrillers.”

      I laughed at that. “Okay, Mr. Clichés are Bad. Thrillers are the most formulaic of genres out there. And you know what? That’s great! It works because it’s what the readers want. Just like my books.”

      “Chase!” Lovern called, walking toward us. “You’ve met my Ellie.”

      “Not officially.”

      “Well, Ellie lives upstairs, so we see her a lot.” She turned to me. “Chase is my nephew. He’s going to be here for a few months helping me out.”

      “It was nice chatting.” That was what I was supposed to say, right? I folded my hands together and bowed, my face heating as soon as I realized what I’d done. This guy already probably thought I was nuts. Great, now, I’d have to forgo all these delicious tacos when I could no longer show my face here again.

      When I finally dared to look at him, a grin stretched his lips.

      “Not so fast, dear.” Lovern put an arm over my shoulders. “I got a new shipment of your books in the back. Do you have time to sign them all?”

      My work in progress was waiting on my computer upstairs. Just the thought of going back to it made me want to avoid my apartment for a while. “You bet.”

      “Good. Chase can help you. I’ll handle the customers for now.”

      Chase started to protest, but his aunt cut him off with one look.

      “Looks like you’re with me.” I sighed.

      This was not how my writing break was supposed to go. Chase led me into the back room where Lovern kept new releases until she could get them on the floor. I found three boxes with my name on them. Great. This would take a while.

      Chase handed me a permanent marker and brought over another box to serve as his seat. I lowered myself to the concrete floor and opened the first box.

      “That’s your book?” He reached for one. “This dude is half-naked on the cover.”

      I snatched it back from him. “You don’t understand anything about the publishing world.”

      “No, but I understand women.” He smirked.

      “I’m sure you do,” I muttered as I slid a book toward me to scribble my practiced signature.

      Silence stretched between us, the only sound the scratching of the marker.

      After a while, Chase rested his arms on his legs and bent down. “Tell me the truth, Ellie. Is this really what women want to read? About these fake men?”

      I shrugged. “It’s a fantasy. When I read a romance, I fall in love with the characters. That’s how I know it’s good.” And a select few became almost like book boyfriends, guys I didn’t want to let go of, the ones I dreamed about.

      “How do you fall in love with a man who isn’t real?”

      “But they are.” I signed another book. “In our minds, while reading, these men are very real.”

      Chase reached down and pulled more books out of the box to hand them to me. “That’s what doesn’t make sense to me.” He held up a book. “Look at this guy. He’s ripped beyond most guys’ wildest dreams. I’ll bet he’s supposed to be an expert in bed.” He flipped the book over. “Ha! He’s an athlete. Does he have a heart of gold?”

      I snatched the book from him. “So what if he does?”

      Chase laughed. “I’ll bet he’s mean to everyone except the one special girl he loves.”

      “No, actually, he’s not.” He totally was.

      “Everything in a romance book is an eye-roll worthy cliché.”

      “Have you ever read one?”

      “One what?” He pushed a hand through his curls, brushing them back.

      “A romance novel.”

      He snorted. “Not exactly.”

      I finished the last stack of books and packed them neatly in the box. “Well, we’re going to change that.”

      Maybe this was what I needed, to go back to the basics. If I could prove to Chase that romance was more than a cliché, maybe I’d be able to finish The Perfect Man.

      I expected Chase to protest. We didn’t know each other, we weren’t friends, but this wasn’t a challenge either of us wanted to back down from.

      We left the boxes of signed books and entered the store as a line formed for Cruz’s famous tacos.

      “I feel like I owe you a taco.” Chase glanced down at his shirt.

      “Nah, I don’t pay for them.”

      Chase crossed his arms. “I work here now and Cruz has already said he won’t even give me a discount.”

      “Well, some men appreciate the books I write.” I bypassed the line and held out a fist. Cruz bumped it before going back to his taco making. “Hey, Cruz?”

      “Yes, Elle Belle?”

      “Make this guy pay double.” I patted Chase’s shirt.

      Chase looked to Cruz. “You won’t actually charge me double, will you?”

      “The lady gets what the lady wants, and I don’t think she likes you.”

      I walked back toward the entrance, letting their argument fade into the background. It would be a total cliché right now to break out in song, but I wouldn’t give Chase the satisfaction.

      I trudged up the stairs and unlocked my door. A bell jingled as Mr. Darcy ran toward me. I scooped the white cat into my arms and kicked off my shoes.

      I had some writing to do because Chase gave me an idea.

      I couldn’t create the perfect man without first considering the imperfect one.
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      I could do this. I could walk right up to Ellie’s door and take her out on a date. It was easy. Cake. Except it wasn’t. I was more nervous than I’d been in years.

      Ellie and I dated when we were in high school. At the time, I thought we were going to be together forever. Then, my parents got divorced, and I was ripped away from the only town I ever knew. California wasn’t anything like I’d seen in movies. My mom went there, and my dad went to New York. One thing was missing in both locations—Ellie.

      Now, we had a second chance. What were the odds I’d run into her in the grocery store of all places? We both reached for the same package of cheese. Everything fell away when our hands touched. I swore I could hear birds singing. When I looked up, there she was. My Ellie, only grown up and more gorgeous than ever.

      I knocked twice on her door and held my breath. This was it. My big moment. The one I’d been thinking about since we parted ways with tears in our eyes.

      The door opened, revealing Ellie in a pale yellow dress that came to her knees. Her slender legs, her narrow waist, and that smile I dreamed about. She was everything I ever wanted and more.

      “Chad, it’s so nice to see you.”

      I returned her smile. I couldn’t help it. It was like I was lit up from the inside when I looked at her. “You look beautiful. I got you these.” I revealed a bouquet of pink roses from behind my back. They used to be Ellie’s favorite. I hoped they still were.

      Time had passed. We’d both changed. But at the same point, we didn’t. She was still Ellie Amore. And I was still Chad Worthington the Fourth.

      “Thank you so much.” Ellie carefully reached for the flowers as to not crush them. “Would you like to come in? I’m going to put these in water before we go.”

      “Sure, I’d love that.” I still had my smile firmly in place. I had a feeling I would the entire night.

      Ellie’s apartment was quaint and tidy. A white cat appeared and started purring as it wound around my legs. Bending down, I petted its head.

      “That’s Mr. Darcy,” she said after she came out of the kitchen with a vase in hand. “He’s a ham for attention.”

      “Mr. Darcy?”

      “Yeah, you know, Pride and Prejudice?”

      “I remember. How could I not? You loved that book in high school. I never thought I could live up to the infamous Darcy.” I stood, focusing solely on Ellie again.

      “He was fictional. I knew that.”

      “Sure you did.”

      “Okay, so maybe I got a little lost in books, but there was nothing wrong with that. I still love to read. And Darcy is the model for so many great men in romances.”

      “You’re an author.” It wasn’t a question. I knew what she did for a living.

      “Whether it’s a book I’m reading or one I’m writing, nothing compares to escaping into those fictional worlds.”

      “I read your books.” A blush quickly heated my cheeks. I couldn’t believe I still got embarrassed so easily around her. It never happened with the other women I’d dated. Ellie was special, though. Always had been. Maybe that was why I had lost my heart to her so quickly when we were younger.

      “You read the ones I’ve written?”

      I nodded. “Some. I was dating someone who gushed over them. I didn’t know until then that you became an author. The way my ex was going on and on about them, I had to see what the fuss was all about.”

      “And?” she asked with open curiosity in her eyes.

      “They were good. Very romantic. Not what I normally read, but I enjoyed them.”

      She smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” After putting the flowers in the vase and arranging them, she turned to me. “Ready?”

      “Absolutely.” I offered her my arm like a perfect gentleman. I learned early on how to treat women. Always with respect. Always with a kind heart.

      Not every woman wanted a man like me, though. One woman I took on a date didn’t like that I was so easygoing. She wanted me to argue with the waiter who flirted with her in front of me. She thought I should get jealous and say something. To claim her as mine. We were on our first date. That wasn’t happening.

      I took another woman to the movies. She unzipped my pants halfway through and thought it would be the perfect place to get it on. Again, not my style.

      It was hard to find someone who wanted to get to know me first. Who wasn’t just interested in a hookup. I wanted someone to share my life with. I wanted to be their friend before jumping into bed with them.

      With Ellie, we were together for a year before we lost our virginity to each other. It was probably wrong to think about her during our many years apart. She could have gotten married. Had kids. But lucky me, she hadn’t. And I ran into her in aisle ten of the grocery store. Fate really did exist.

      We walked through Ellie’s door, and I waited while she locked it, making sure Mr. Darcy was tucked safely inside. When we were a few feet from my car, Ellie stopped dead in her tracks.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. Her mouth was agape. Her eyes wide.

      “Is that… Is that your car?”

      I turned, following her line of sight. “Yeah. It was a gift from my dad when he made me a partner at his law firm. Do you like it?”

      “Do I like it? It’s a Ferrari, Chad!”

      “Yeah.” I smiled. “It’s a 488 Spider 3.9 liter V8. Six hundred and sixty horsepower.” I did love the car. Dad almost took it away from me when I said I wanted to move back to Cape Kismet, Florida and open my own firm. “Come on.” I tugged Ellie toward the car and opened the door for her.

      The car was black without a dent or ding on her. I took great care of my vehicles. I still had the Land Rover Dad gave me when I graduated Harvard Law. My grades weren’t the best in high school, but having an uncle on the admissions board meant I was a sure thing. Then, there was the Aston Martin from when I passed the bar. And the penthouse he bought me on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. But none of those things held my heart like Ellie did. Material possessions were great, but they didn’t equal true happiness.

      Once we were both inside the car, I watched as Ellie ran her hands over the supple leather of the seat. “This is gorgeous. Did you drive this here from New York?”

      “I did. I didn’t trust anyone else with her. All my other things are being transported down here for me.”

      “I’m still shocked you left your dad’s firm to move back here.”

      “It was time.” I shrugged. I couldn’t voice out loud that I never forgot about her. That I was hoping she was still single and I’d have a second chance. It was a chance I took when I decided to make the move back south.

      We made the short drive to the restaurant where I had a reservation. A valet came to her door and opened it for her. I left my car running and gave him a generous tip to take care of it.

      Inside the upscale French restaurant, we were shown to our table in the private dining room. It was the chef’s table, and I just so happened to know the chef personally.

      As soon as we were seated, the door on the far wall opened, and Alec walked in. “Chad,” he said with a smile. “It’s so nice to see you again.”

      I stood and shook his hand. “Always a pleasure. Congrats on the three Michelin stars, by the way. I knew you could do it.”

      “If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have my dream.”

      I waved him off. “It’s nothing. You know that.”

      Alec turned toward Ellie and introduced himself. He was playing. He knew full well who she was. “You have an amazing man with you tonight.”

      “Alec?” Ellie gasped. “Is that really you?”

      He smiled wide. “It is.”

      She jumped from her seat and hugged him tightly. “I haven’t seen you in ten years. What have you been up to?”

      “I went to New York to try to make it as a chef. It wasn’t until Chad saw me at an event—I was the caterer—where we reconnected. We got to talking and here I am, with him as an investor in my restaurant.”

      They both looked over at me. Alec with his warm smile and Ellie with a little bit of shock. They talked for a few more minutes before Alec excused himself to make us one of his culinary masterpieces for our dinner. There was no doubt in my mind that Alec was meant for great things. I knew that from the moment I tasted his canapés.

      We were alone again. Only the candlelight in the center of the table separating us. “Alec, huh?” she asked.

      “I like to invest, and Alec is very talented.”

      Money had never been an issue for me growing up. My family on my dad’s side came from old money. I never wanted for anything, but a strong work ethic was instilled in me from the start. I was a fourth-generation attorney. My family had been involved in many high-profile cases.

      I reached across the table for Ellie’s hand. She quickly put her palm in mine. I didn’t want to talk about me or what I’d done. I wanted to learn everything about her.

      Dinner arrived as we continued to talk about what Ellie had been up to since we last saw each other. Dessert was decadent. The wine paired perfectly. All in all, it was everything I wanted in a date with her.

      When we left the restaurant, we decided to take a walk down by the beach. Leaving our shoes in the car, we strolled hand in hand on the soft sand along the Gulf Coast as the full moon shone brightly down onto us. I couldn’t believe I was here with Ellie again. It brought me back to when we were teenagers and spent so much time here. Just the two of us. Young and in love. The sound of the waves gently lapping the shore. It was perfect.

      “I never forgot, you know,” Ellie said softly. I had a feeling I knew what she was talking about but wanted to be sure.

      “Forgot about what?”

      “Us. What we had. I never thought I was going to see you again, but that didn’t mean I didn’t wonder.”

      I stopped and gently tugged her hand so she came to a halt in front of me. Reaching up with my free hand, I brushed her hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “You weren’t alone. I know I said I read your books, but in truth, I couldn’t forget about what we shared. You were my first love, Ellie. No one since then has compared to you.”

      “Pinch me.”

      My eyebrows furrowed. “What?”

      Ellie held out her arm. “Pinch me. This can’t be real. No one gets a second chance at romance, except in books.”

      “My Ellie. Always dreaming. Always reaching for something you don’t think is attainable. But I’m here to tell you that second chances do exist. And I want that with you. I want to give us another shot. It’s always been you, Ellie.”

      Her eyes welled with tears. Her bottom lip trembled ever so slightly. Brushing my thumb over it, I asked, “Can I kiss you, Ellie Amore?”

      “Yes.”

      So, I did. I dipped my head and pressed my lips to hers in a soft, gentle kiss. I teased her lips with my tongue. I had always been insatiable when it came to Ellie. Everything about her drew me in. From her sweet scent to her gorgeous looks to her heart of gold. She was the complete package.

      She broke the kiss and peered up into my eyes. “This is real. You’re here. We’re here.”

      “It is, Ellie. I’m not leaving you ever again.”
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      This is real. You’re here. We’re here.

      My lips curved up into a smile as I stared at Chad. He was everything I’d always wanted, dreamed of having in high school. The thought stopped me. Hadn’t he just said we’d dated? I definitely would have remembered that.

      Something thudded, but I kept looking into Chad’s beautiful eyes.

      Another thud. No. Knocking.

      “Open up, Sleeping Beauty.”

      That definitely wasn’t Chad.

      More knocking and the same voice spoke again. “I have your favorite! Breakfast tacos!”

      Cruz?

      I rubbed my eyes before blinking them open. My room? My chest heaved as I stared at the ceiling. Three nights—that was how many nights I’d had the same dream.

      And it was perfect. I’d never written so much in three days before. My perfect man book was really chugging along.

      “Ugh.”

      “I can hear you thinking in there.” Cruz wouldn’t go away if I didn’t answer the door.

      With a groan, I heaved myself over the side of the bed and slipped my feet into the fuzzy slippers I’d been living in to walk across the vast expanse to the bathroom, hollering over my shoulder, “Wait a minute!” Really it was a handful of steps in my small place, but I didn’t want to be out of bed.

      I quickly brushed my teeth and pulled my hair back into a messy bun before sliding my glasses on.

      By the time I yanked open the door, Cruz shoved a bag in my face. Taking it from him, I offered my least grumpy smile and turned toward the kitchen.

      Chase slipped in behind Cruz, but I only had one mission. Eat. Tacos.

      Shoving aside half-full takeout containers, I found a clean plate—which surprised me.

      “So.” Chase pushed a pile of clean clothes from a chair and sank into it. “What’s in a breakfast taco? Sounds pretty gross.”

      I shrugged and shared a look with Cruz. “It’s… a taco.”

      Cruz laughed, his eyes shining. “It’s just a normal taco that she eats for breakfast.”

      I took a bite and moaned. “Oh yeah, that’s the spot.” Stepping over the full notebook I’d thrown across the room while writing yesterday, I sat on the couch and took another bite before giving Cruz an accusing look. “You put pineapple in these.”

      “I did.”

      “You only put pineapple in them when you’re worried for me.”

      Cruz met my gaze unflinchingly. I’d never known anyone else who could hold such intensity in a look. “That’s not true. I know how much you love it. But, Ellie, you haven’t come down for tacos in three days.”

      I pursed my lips. “I’ve been busy. I do know more people than you and Lovern, you know.”

      “Fictional people don’t count.”

      “I had a date last night.” It was only sort of a lie, but it did the trick.

      Cruz straightened, no longer giving his worried look. “What’s his name?” He’d always been able to read me too well.

      “Chad.” I almost cringed when I said his name, knowing Chad would fall under the fictional people label. But the date was so fresh in my mind, so strong. I needed to get working on a new chapter. “Are we done? I really do have to work. I’m on a deadline with this book.”

      Cruz stared at me a moment longer before leaning down and dropping his voice. “Don’t forget, I know every one of your deadlines is self-imposed and can be moved at any time. I’m just looking out for you.”

      I softened at that. “I know you are.” I mustered up a smile. “Thank you for keeping me fed like a beloved hamster.”

      Cruz stood taller, one side of his mouth hooking up. “If you were a hamster, I’d have to clean your cage.” He looked around the apartment in all its “in the middle of a book” glory, his face a mask of mock horror.

      “Don’t you have a job?” I glanced at my phone. “The store opens in five minutes.”

      “That I do.” He reached out, ruffling my already messy hair. “Come down at some point today, El.”

      “If I can.”

      He nodded, knowing it was all he’d get from me. We’d been through this song and dance many times before.

      Cruz shut the door, and for a moment I forgot I wasn’t alone and let out a loud moan as I got a bite of pineapple.

      Chuckling came from the armchair, and I glared at its occupant.

      “I feel like I just watched some weird mating ritual.”

      A laugh burst out of me. “With Cruz?” I stared at the remaining taco. “Definitely not. I’ve known him for years. He’s how my brother found out about this apartment for me.”

      Chase arched a brow. “Brother?”

      “Grey. They’re friends.”

      Now, it was his turn to laugh. “Isn’t that one of the clichés you love so much? Brother’s best friend?”

      “How would you know? Don’t you have a job?”

      He shrugged. “Sort of. I’ve been exiled here, but I don’t have to be in that little store all the time.”

      “Does that mean you have to be here?” I shouldn’t have been so rude, but this guy got under my skin, and I had work to do now that I remembered more details from the dream.

      Ignoring Chase, I set my plate on the coffee table, saving the last taco for later, and stood. I didn’t have an office. Instead, my desk stood by the window looking out on the small beach town.

      Dropping into my chair, I pulled up the writing app and found where I needed to write in the little details. I’d started this book again and again with different types of male leads, but none felt as real as Chad.

      “The Perfect Man.” Chase chuckled.

      I slammed my rolling chair back into him, and he yelped in pain. But that’s what he got. “You can leave now.” I eyed my phone, wondering if I could get Cruz to come take his little friend away.

      “Why? I’m very interested in what you consider to be the perfect man. Can I read what you have?”

      “No.”

      A thought came to me, a memory. Chad claimed he’d read all my books, despite them being romances. The only guy in my life who’d ever even tried was my brother, Grey. As in, Fifty Shades of Grey, but he hated when I pointed that out.

      My fingers flew over the keyboard, adding in avid reader as one of the traits that made him so perfect. I reached for the articles I found online yesterday about Chad’s fancy law firm and the high-profile cases they took on. A few of them had his picture attached. Yes, my fictional guy was a real person, just not real in my life.

      “This the guy you’re writing about?” Chase looked at one of the pictures of Chad standing with two Supreme Court justices.

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because I know him.”

      I turned my chair so fast I had to stop it from continuing to spin. “Excuse me? You know him?”

      “Well, I know men like him. Rich, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Yes, makes sense that would make it into your characterization of the perfect man. Let me guess, he comes from a family of money, has basically had every achievement fed to him with a silver spoon. Did he go to Princeton? No, that’s not right.” His eyes lit up. “He’s a Harvard man. They always have this arrogance about them.”

      Everything he’d said was true. “How do you know that?”

      He sighed. “Well, for starters, I’m a Princeton man.”

      My jaw dropped. How was the rude man I’d met in a bookstore able to go to an Ivy League college?

      He leaned against the wall next to my desk, his arms crossed. “Want me to read you?”

      I only managed a nod.

      “Just remember, you asked. You, Ellie Amore, wanted to go to Brown. Such a creative. You had good grades and test scores, but bombed the interview because you were so nervous. Before hearing back from them, you accepted a scholarship to a non-Ivy, making sure you rejected Brown before they rejected you.” He inched closer, his eyes never leaving mine. “Now, you’re… twenty-six? And living with a cat named after a movie character who was kind of a jerk. Instead of meeting new people, you hide away with the ones who aren’t real, befriending an old lady and a guy who sells tacos in a bookstore—one who is your brother’s friend, not yours—because you’re afraid of venturing out of your bubble, afraid of seeing if there’s anything more for you.”

      “I’m not afraid,” I whispered. How did he know me so well after two conversations? Well, he got the part about Cruz wrong. He was my friend, too.

      As if reading my mind, he answered the unspoken question. “My aunt talks about you. A lot.”

      “I’m thirty.” I cringed, realizing that didn’t make it any better.

      “And I got into Princeton because I’m a legacy. I come from a family where we use thirds and fourths at the end of names.”

      He didn’t have the sweetness of the version of Chad I’d dreamed about, but everything else… “Why are you here?”

      He brushed a lock of hair behind my ear. “Because I like the view much more here than from the bookshop.”

      “I meant in Cape Kismet.”

      “Because, Ellie Amore, in families like mine, there are rules. Break the rules and there are consequences.”

      “Consequences?” I breathed.

      He nodded. “Street racing in my new Mustang.” His face neared mine, and my heart thudded against my ribs. “You see, Ellie, I like to go fast.”

      I swallowed as the breath stilled in my lungs. Chase was a bad boy version of Chad, a real cliché brought to life. Whatever he said about hating such things, he’d become one.

      What was a girl supposed to do when faced with such a man?

      Lean in.

      I rarely dated. The guys I’d kissed were few and far between.

      But the moment Chase’s lips met mine, my entire body knew what to do.

      And yet… the brain, which had always stopped me from taking risks or chances, yelled at me to stop. It told me I didn’t know this guy, that I should save every tingly feeling for the pages of my books.

      But that was the thing about books.

      They were no match for the real thing.

      The phone ringing broke us apart. My chest heaved as I watched his lips curve up into a sinful smile. It took me a moment to recognize the ringtone. “It’s my brother.”

      Chase cleared his throat and nodded. “I should go anyway.” He stopped. “I think I will try one of your books.” He handed me a card, of course he had a card. “Email me what you have. I need to know if this perfect guy gets the girl after all.” He didn’t let me get a word in before he was out the door.

      The phone rang again, and I forced my limbs to work, cleared the surprise from my voice, and answered. “You have no idea what you just interrupted.”

      “TMI, El.” Grey laughed. “Are you writing a sex scene?”

      “No.” More like starring in one. Okay, it was just a kiss, but… “Did Cruz call you?”

      “Should he have? Are you being hermitty again?”

      I sighed. “First, hermitty is definitely not a word. Second, why is it your business, or Cruz’s, what I do with my time? I’m in the middle of writing a book, and it’s just getting good.”

      “Have you showered today?”

      “Not yet, Mom. But I’ll be sure to do as you say.”

      “You know Cruz and I are just looking out for you, right?”

      “I know that he’s not my brother, as much as he acts like one, and you don’t live here, as much as I feel your presence smothering me.”

      Grey left our little town after high school and split holidays between our family and his job that shouldn’t be able to ever claim holidays. He worked too much.

      “I don’t smother.”

      “You kind of do.”

      “Fine, but please talk to someone today. It can be a hello on the street or something. Or maybe you could go see Mom. It could do you some good.”

      I scoffed at that. “Mom is the only one who gets my need for a writing cave.”

      “El, you’re thirty. Don’t you want to fall in love for real?”

      “Ending this conversation now.” I hung up on Grey, like I’d done a million times before, and leaned back in my chair.

      Don’t you want to fall in love for real?

      It wasn’t that simple for some people.

      I stared at the blank page on the screen, my motivation gone. Chad wasn’t real—at least my version.

      I stood, hating myself for thinking my brother might be right. Maybe it was time to get out of this apartment. I traced the curve of my lip with a finger, wondering if I’d dreamed that kiss, too. Chase only wanted to prove a point. I just had to figure out what that point was.

      After showering, I pulled on pants that didn’t have an elastic band—a rarity for me—and a T-shirt that had some shape to it.

      Locking my apartment behind me, I descended the stairs and entered the bookstore through the backdoor, which Lovern left unlocked while she was in the store. Cape Kismet was a small town with next to no crime.

      Lovern smiled from where she helped a customer, but Chase was nowhere to be seen.

      Cruz bent over, arranging new supplies at his stand. I watched him mutter to himself and push hair out of his face. When he straightened, his eyes lit up as he spotted me. He smiled. “You’re here.”

      I shrugged. “Grey called. Now, I need proof I left my apartment before he flies down here and forces me.”

      Cruz gave an understanding nod. He knew Grey, with his impulsiveness, would do just that. “Come back here.”

      “Behind the taco stand?” He never let anyone enter his sanctuary.

      “Yes.” He laughed, reaching out and pulling me around the counter. He hugged me to his side and held out his phone, taking a picture.

      “You smell good.” I couldn’t help but inhale again.

      “Only because you love tacos.” His arm dropped from around me. “I’ll send this to Grey.”

      “Thanks.”

      He offered me one final smile before getting back to work.

      I skirted the bookshelves, peering down each aisle, stopping as I reached the romance section. Chase leaned against a shelf, reading the back cover of a book. When his eyes drifted up, he put the book down and approached me with a smirk.

      “Ellie.” His voice deepened. “Have you been looking for me?”

      “No.” I hated the weakness in my voice.

      He backed me up against the shelves and dipped his head. “That’s too bad.”

      “And if I’d said yes?”

      “We’ll never know, will we?” He sent me a wink as he pulled away, leaving me breathless and unable to do anything but stare after him.
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