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Chapter 1: First Impressions
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The bell above the café door jingled, and she didn’t even look up. It had been a busy Saturday morning, the kind where coffee orders blurred into a caffeine-fueled rhythm and every spilled sugar packet felt like a personal affront.

“Double espresso, no sugar, extra hot,” she called, sliding the cup across the counter before moving on to the next order. Her movements were automatic—almost robotic—until a voice stopped her mid-step.

“That’s not how I imagined my readers describing me.”

She froze, the cloth in her hand stilling. Slowly, she looked up, and there he was: tall, impossibly put together, the kind of man who could stop a room just by walking into it. Dark hair slightly tousled, eyes sharp and curious, and the kind of smile that seemed both charming and dangerous.

“I beg your pardon?” she asked, trying to mask the surprise in her voice with a polite, professional tone.

He held up a hand, as if to say he meant no harm. “I couldn’t help overhearing... your thoughts on my latest book.” He gestured vaguely toward the book she’d been talking about to the customer next to her. “You were... candid.”

She felt her cheeks warm. “I’m honest with everyone. Books included.”

A low chuckle escaped him, and for a moment, she noticed the way his eyes crinkled at the corners—not the celebrity-style grin plastered on magazine covers, but something real.

“I like that,” he said. “Most people are too polite to say what they actually think.”

She blinked. “You like someone criticizing your work?”

“Depends on the person.” He leaned casually against the counter, the movement effortless, confident. “Someone witty, bold... and unafraid of offending me. That’s rare.”

Her heart skipped—not because he was famous, not because the media had painted him as untouchable, but because he made it feel like he was talking to her, really talking, and no one had done that in a long time.

“I... critique a lot,” she admitted, letting a small smile slip. “It’s a hobby. Don’t read too much into it.”

“Too late,” he said, grinning. “I’ve already read too much into it.”

The line for coffee shifted, the world moving on, but for those few seconds, it was just the two of them. He ordered a coffee, black, no sugar—almost exactly like hers. She made a mental note that famous people were predictable in some ways.

He sipped from the cup, watching her with an amused expression. “You’re going to make me like you, aren’t you?”

She arched an eyebrow. “Or maybe I’ll make you question your own work.”

He laughed—a rich, genuine sound—and for some reason, that made her pulse quicken. Maybe it was the way he looked at her like she wasn’t just another customer, like she mattered. Maybe it was the thrill of danger, the kind that came from being drawn to someone completely out of reach.

“Name’s Ethan,” he said finally, extending a hand.

“Lila,” she replied, shaking it, noting the firmness of his grip, the confidence behind the gesture.

And just like that, something shifted—a spark neither of them could ignore. She went back to the espresso machine, but her mind lingered on the man who had walked into her café, overheard her critique, and somehow managed to make her heartbeat stutter.

Little did she know, this was only the beginning.
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Chapter 2: Sparks Fly
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The next morning, Lila had barely tied her apron when the familiar chime of the café door announced a visitor.

Ethan.

Her stomach twisted—not from nerves, exactly, but from that odd, unpredictable flutter that always seemed to happen when he appeared. He leaned casually against the counter, scanning the menu like he was a regular, though she knew better.

“Black coffee, no sugar,” he said with a smile that suggested he knew she’d remember.

“Predictable,” she muttered, reaching for the espresso machine.

He raised an eyebrow, clearly amused. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Lila bit back a grin. “You really think you’re special enough to earn compliments before you even take your first sip?”

He shrugged, mock-offended. “I’ve been told I have a certain charm.”

“Certain charm? Or annoying arrogance?” she shot back, sliding his cup across the counter.

He caught it mid-slide, their fingers brushing ever so slightly. A jolt of electricity ran up her arm, and she quickly turned to the next customer, hoping he hadn’t noticed. But of course, he had. He was always noticing.

Over the next week, Ethan became a fixture at the café. Not every day, but just enough to keep her on her toes. He didn’t just order coffee; he watched her work, occasionally teasing her over little things—a stray lock of hair, a forgotten sugar packet, the dramatic sigh she let out when the line got long.

“Are you always this dramatic?” he asked one afternoon, leaning casually against the counter, eyes sparkling with mischief.

Lila rolled her eyes. “I prefer the term ‘expressive.’ It’s more sophisticated.”

He chuckled. “Sophisticated, huh? I’ll remember that the next time you glare at me over a latte.”

Their banter became a ritual. She’d fire back witty comebacks; he’d respond with charming retorts that made her pulse race whether she wanted it to or not. Every brush of his hand when passing her the coffee, every lingering glance, was a small spark—one she tried to ignore but couldn’t.

One slow afternoon, the café nearly empty, he lingered at her counter longer than usual. He leaned in slightly, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.

“So... what did you really think about the ending of my book?”

Lila felt heat rise to her cheeks. “I already told you. Honest, yes. But you already know that. You seem... fascinated by my opinions.”

“Guilty,” he admitted with a playful smirk. “And don’t think I haven’t noticed the way you get flustered around me.”

“I am not flustered!” she protested, though the tremor in her voice betrayed her.

“Sure,” he said, grinning, clearly enjoying the effect he had on her. “Keep telling yourself that.”

For a moment, the world outside the café faded. The coffee machine hissed, the door jingled occasionally, but all that mattered was the tension crackling between them. Lila wanted to push him away, to remind herself of reality, but something in his gaze—the warmth, the interest, the undeniable charm—kept pulling her back.

And maybe, just maybe, she didn’t mind.

As he left that afternoon, she caught him at the door and called, “Don’t think you can charm me into changing my mind about your book!”

He looked back over his shoulder, that signature grin in place. “Challenge accepted.”

And with that, he was gone, leaving her heart racing and her mind filled with thoughts she hadn’t expected.
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Chapter 3: Worlds Apart

[image: ]


Lila wiped down the counter for the third time that afternoon, her hands sticky with syrup and coffee rings. The lunch rush had left the café smelling of espresso, toasted bagels, and fried onions—a far cry from the polished, air-conditioned world she’d seen on TV.

She heard the familiar chime of the door and sighed. Predictably, it was him.

Ethan walked in, this time in a sharp blazer and crisp shirt, sunglasses perched on his head like an accessory. The contrast between his world and hers hit her like a slap of cold air. He looked effortless, untouchable, a man the world adored.

“Hey,” he said, flashing that smile that made her heart do a strange little dance. “Busy day?”

“You could say that,” she replied, tossing a paper towel into the trash. “It’s always busy when people insist on wanting everything exactly the way they like it.”

He leaned on the counter, his gaze softening. “Sounds exhausting. I don’t know how you do it.”

“You think your life is easier?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

He chuckled. “Not at all. But it’s... different. Less sticky.”

Lila didn’t laugh. She had seen enough of the world outside her café: flashing cameras, endless events, public scrutiny. She knew the headlines: famous, successful, charming, wealthy—Ethan appeared untouchable. And she, just a waitress with big dreams and bigger bills, felt invisible by comparison.

“I don’t know why you keep coming here,” she said, trying to sound indifferent. “I mean, I’m flattered, I guess, but... you live in a completely different world.”

Ethan’s smile faltered for just a second—a crack in the perfect mask. He ran a hand through his hair and leaned back slightly. “You’re right. I do. And that’s exactly why I’m... interested. You’re real, Lila. You’re not performing for anyone.”

She blinked, taken aback. For a man constantly in the public eye, she expected arrogance, confidence—maybe even a little cruelty. But here, in the middle of her humble café, he seemed... vulnerable. Human.

“You don’t... have to impress me,” she said softly, lowering her gaze.

“I’m not trying to impress anyone,” he replied. “I’m just tired of people loving me for the persona, not the person. But you... you see the person, whether you mean to or not.”

Her chest tightened. She didn’t know what to say. Most men—especially famous ones—never showed that side. They smiled, charmed, and left. But Ethan lingered, not just physically, but in a way that made her heart race and her mind spin.

She forced a laugh to break the tension. “Well... just so you know, fame doesn’t impress me. You’re just... a man who drinks coffee too hot and has too many opinions about his own book.”

He grinned, eyes crinkling. “I’ll take that as the highest form of praise.”

For the first time, Lila saw him not as
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