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      It wasn’t a glass slipper that Michelle Moss left behind at the Masquerade Ball, but a beat up laptop. Her driver remained human, her ride didn’t turn into a pumpkin, and thank goodness she didn’t see any mice waiting for her in her condo. But Michelle did spontaneously kiss her masked Prince Charming and was determined to find him.

      

      Tracking down her missing laptop using a locator app, she fully expected birds to sing, rice to fall from the sky, and the credits to roll when she found her potential true love. Instead, she found the editor, Brooks Keller, who rejected her modern fairytale manuscript. He told her the book was unrealistic, unimaginable, and unpublishable. Oh, and he’s also the ex who dumped her in high school.

      

      Michelle urgently needs the book advance to bail her not-so-wicked but irresponsible stepbrother out of a financial mess. But she doesn’t want to change her fairytale ending. So, Michelle and Brooks make a deal: they will retrace her character’s steps from the book and if Brooks falls head over heels for Michelle then Brooks will publish the book Michelle’s way. If not, then Michelle will make the requested changes.

      

      As Michelle tests out the life she always dreamed of, she discovers the chemistry with Brooks is still there after all these years. She knows Brooks is only playing the part of the hero, but everything feels so real. If she acts on her feelings, though, will he break her heart a second time?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Island Date

        Book 7

      

      

      A wondrous adventure that will make you smile & inspire you to go after your dreams.

      

      Krista plays it safe with her steady job and comfortable routine. But when a destination work retreat takes her to exotic Tahiti, she’s thrown out of her comfort zone. She’s also exhilarated and feeling alive for the first time in years.

      

      Could this be due to adventurous Mason, who shows her the island in unexpected ways? How can she hold onto this new zest for life once she returns home without him?

      

      From a New York Times bestselling author, don’t miss the chance to experience the adventure of each day in a way that makes the heart soar in THE ISLAND DATE.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        One Fine Date

        Book 8

      

      

      A sweet and humorous tale to make you smile and inspire you to believe that taking chances can lead to the happy ending you’ve always wanted. 

      

      When a small-town craft shop owner is commissioned to paint a mural in the city, she somehow gets swept into pretending to be the girlfriend of a young and ambitious CFO.

      

      Adrian Maxwell is determined to acquire the best art in the world and has no clue his plans are about to be thwarted by small-town Kari Smith, whose honest heart and love of a paintbrush and canvas is about to make his dreams come true.

      

      From a New York Times bestselling author, enjoy this fish-out-of-water tale about new experiences leading to treasured friendships and an opposites-attract romance that turns into true love in ONE FINE DATE.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Date Mistake

        Book 9

      

      

      A humorous and uplifting story about one mistake leading to an unexpected happily ever after. 

      

      When successful businesswoman Martina Maxwell bungles a blind date, she ends up having the best evening of her life with her brother’s best friend, Turner Easton. But once she learns he’s the head of a rival company, she knows they can’t get involved.

      

      From a New York Times bestselling author, don’t miss this inspirational journey of opening your heart to love in THE DATE MISTAKE.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Decadent Date

        Book 10

      

      

      A sweet story to warm your heart and leave you with all the happy feels.

      

      Quirky Tabitha inherits a restaurant and discovers the other half is owned by serious-minded Spencer, her first love who broke her heart. Despite hard feelings, the two must work together to renovate and run the place.

      

      As a restaurant owner, Tabitha feels she’s finally found her calling but Spencer wants to sell and be done with sad memories. Forced to work together, old sparks reignite, but will it lead them to disaster? Or to the second chance they always needed?

      

      From a New York Times bestselling author, don’t miss the chance to swoon when rekindled feelings finally lead to forever love in THE DECADENT DATE.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONCE UPON A DATE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Susan Hatler

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      After building up the guts to submit my romance manuscript to my dream publisher, I just received a rejection email calling the book of my heart unrealistic, unimaginable and unpublishable. Talk about brutal. You’d think I’d be at home right now banging my head against my laptop and screaming, “I don’t get why you hate my novel! Where did I go wrong, world? Where did I go wrong?”

      But, no.

      After receiving the worst news of my life, my best friend thought it would cheer me up to accompany her to a masquerade ball at the Geoffries hotel in downtown Sacramento. Due to the aforementioned trauma, my bumbled brain didn’t have the forethought to decline the invitation. This was why I was currently climbing out of a taxi behind Krista and wishing I were at home in bed with my head under the pillow.

      “Remind me again how being in a crowded ballroom while wearing a black silk dress with a rhinestone crisscross halter is supposed to be helpful when I’m feeling—and likely looking—my worst?” I asked, shutting the cab door.

      “You look fabulous, Michelle,” she said, giving me a sympathetic look. “And, for the umpteenth time, I’m not going to let you stay home and be miserable over this one rejection. Another publisher is going to love your book and buy it, the right publisher.”

      I sighed. “My unrealistic, unimaginable, and unpublishable book?”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “Just one annoying editor’s worthless opinion.”

      “Prince & Company is well respected,” I reminded her. We were striding down the sidewalk in our heels when all of the sudden a bug or something flew into my eye. Ouch! I blinked rapidly. Hadn’t my day been traumatic enough? Apparently not. Sigh. “Did I mention that Prince & Company was my number one choice for a romance publisher?” I asked.

      “A gazillion times,” Krista said, dabbing gloss on her lips as she glanced at me briefly.

      “Well, it bears repeating,” I said, since she didn’t seem to get what a huge blow this rejection was to my future career. Pain stabbed my cornea and I rubbed my eye trying to get the gnat out of my vision as the editor’s words echoed through my brain again. “Unrealistic, unimaginable, and unpublishable. That was his professional feedback on my novel.”

      “Well, that editor obviously has a miserable life and he wants everyone to be just as miserable, too. I mean, how hard is it to say ‘no thanks’ or ‘not a good fit for me’? Not hard. Now, stop rubbing your eye or you’ll look like a panda,” Krista said, smoothing the front of her long red dress. “We both need this night out and we’re going to enjoy it. You’ll see.”

      I sighed, hoping she was right. I glanced her way through my blurred vision, knowing I needed to push the rejection out of my mind so I didn’t ruin her night.

      “You look like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman,” I said, admiring the red off the shoulder gown that clung to her every curve before falling to the sidewalk in a graceful fishtail. Then I blinked and nudged the corner of my eye with my knuckle. “Fancy is a good look on you. I’m used to seeing you in athletic wear, especially those outfits from the new Fashionably Fit line.”

      “What can I say? I’m versatile. Seriously, though, stop rubbing your eye.”

      I raised a shoulder. “So what if I look like a panda? Pandas are cute, right? With their black and white fuzzy fur, looking all soft and cuddly while they eat bamboo shoots on top of a mountain.”

      “We’re in Sacramento, not China,” Krista pointed out.

      “I really need to lay off the Disney Nature movies,” I said, shaking my head.

      “You definitely needed to get out tonight.”

      “If only I could get this thing off my pupil,” I said, widening my eyes and blinking fast, hoping to dislodge whatever bug had rudely invaded my vision.

      Krista stopped outside the hotel, giving me a concerned look. “You look like you’re chewing a hornet.”

      “Something is in my eye. I can feel it.”

      She leaned close, staring into my eyes. “I don’t see anything . . .”

      “It feels like a gnat or something,” I replied.

      “Could it be a speck of dust on your contacts?”

      “It’s possible . . .” I took a deep breath and a brilliant idea hit me. “Maybe I should run home and get my glasses and then⁠—”

      “No way, not happening. I know you too well, my dear. Getting your glasses is just an excuse for you to go home and stay home. You’re here to get your mind off your woes and have fun, remember?”

      “Vaguely,” I said, figuring it was too late to fake a headache and bolt. I had no choice but to follow her through the gold double doors of the Geoffries hotel.

      “Come on,” Krista said, lacing her arm through mine as we entered the lobby. “You’ll perk up in no time. Trust me.”

      “Crossing my fingers you’re right,” I said.

      My black heels clicked across the marble floor of the lobby as we passed the check-in counter and then the concierge desk. We turned left toward the lounge and I glanced up at a gold-framed advertisement for the “Masquerade Ball” event of the season. Why hadn’t I written my fairy-tale romance about a masquerade ball?

      Perhaps the editor wouldn’t have hated that idea. . .

      Or maybe he was just a miserable person like Krista said. I hoped she was right. Otherwise, I’d spent the last eight months perfecting a book that would never see the light of day.

      “Whether it’s dust or a gnat my contacts are now killing me,” I said, rubbing both of my eyes. “Oh, wait a minute. I think I put my glasses in my evening bag.”

      “I don’t know why you’re not wearing your glasses tonight. They suit you.”

      “Well, I thought it would be hard to wear a mask over them. But at this point I’m desperate.”

      “Look, there’s the ladies’ room. Go take your contacts out and put your glasses on, so everyone in the ballroom doesn’t have to see your guppy face in action.”

      “Thanks. That makes me feel way less self-conscious,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Don’t worry about my fish face, Krista. I’ll find a dark corner and slip my contacts out.”

      The truth was that I did want to find a dark corner, but not to take my contacts out. I’d snuck my laptop into my black tote. I know I needed to sit down and send out new query letters to a second list of publishers I had saved on my laptop. After this painful rejection, I might lose my nerve to try and get my book published if I didn’t send out these new queries right away.

      As an aspiring author, I could only take so many knives thrown at my ego. I mean, it felt like the editor had ripped out my heart and then kicked it for good measure. Not fun, not fun at all.

      I stopped outside the ballroom and took a deep breath.

      “You know what, Michelle?” Krista grinned, running an appraising eye over my silky black dress. “You’re going to have a fabulous night and you’ll be thanking me tomorrow. I mean, you look like Reese Witherspoon at the Golden Globes . . . only taller.”

      “Thanks, I think,” I said, figuring Reese obviously hadn’t let rejection get her down or she wouldn’t be where she is today. I needed to suck it up and keep moving forward. So, I pulled out my elegant-yet-large gold mask with its elaborate rhinestones and feathers, slipped it over my itchy eyes, and then tied the black silk ribbons together behind my head.

      Krista slipped her red, feathered mask over her eyes and turned to me. “How do I look?”

      I gave her a second glance and shook my head. “It’s a good thing I wasn’t meeting you here or I never would’ve recognized you.”

      “Same goes for you. Very elegant and mysterious,” she said, giving my cheek an air kiss.

      Then we nodded at the tuxedoed man, who opened the ballroom door with a flourish. The music, which had sounded muted from outside the ballroom, washed over us as we walked inside. Krista clapped her hands together, her excitement making the corners of my mouth curve upward for the first time today.

      She didn’t normally love the glamour and glitz, but this ball was a fundraiser for Founding Friendships, a homeless outreach organization where she volunteered.

      Krista had come pretty close to living on the streets as a kid. She’d told me stories about growing up in a trailer park in Eureka, California where her mom still lived today. I’d volunteered with her a few different times at Founding Friendships and it really did seem like a worthy organization.

      A woman waved to us from across the room and Krista turned to me.

      “I think that’s Jill Parnell, who runs Founding Friendships. I need to talk to her about a few things. Will you be okay on your own for a little while if I go say hi to her?”

      “Of course. Take your time. Dance a few times and please don’t worry about me,” I said, relieved to have some private time to hide in a dark corner with my laptop. “You’ve done your duty. I’m out of the house. Now go have fun.”

      “Okay, sweetie. I’ll catch up with you in a bit.”

      “Say hi to Jill for me,” I said, nodding at her as she walked away. Another reason I wanted to find a chair was because my black stilettos were already pinching my feet. I scanned the room for somewhere to sit and spotted a cocktail table with chairs against the far wall, which looked vacant apart from a deserted champagne flute. Jackpot. That table was so mine.

      I hurried around the edge of the dance floor, wincing in pain with each step. It had been a mistake to wear brand new heels, but Krista had taken me shopping at Shapely Shoes earlier (also to cheer me up), and insisted on buying them for me as a thank you for agreeing to be her plus-one tonight after her latest relationship ended abruptly via text messaging. I hadn’t seen them working out anyway, but who was I to judge? I hadn’t had a decent date in over a year.

      Once I reached the table, I set my bag down and looked around the opulent ballroom, taking everything in. The decor was impressive. Round tables circled the dance floor, each one covered in a gold damask tablecloth and set with chairs, their high backs intricately carved. Marble floors stretched across the ballroom from wall to wall and the edge of the wooden dance floor had a beautiful gold fleur-de-lis pattern.

      The dance floor was filled with masked guests letting loose and shaking their hips. I spotted Krista with Jill getting down to the music with a group of masked ladies on the far side of the floor. She caught my eye and I waved to her, gesturing to the table. She nodded and blew me a kiss.

      I sat down gratefully and pulled out my laptop, moving the half-empty—or half-full, I supposed, if one hadn’t had the day I had—vacated champagne flute to the other side of the table. Kicking my heels off under the chair, I sighed with relief and opened my computer.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t like wearing high heels. In fact, the pair Krista had bought me were gorgeous. My feet just weren’t used to wearing them since I didn’t have the money to buy elegant heels like this. I spent most of my time in yoga pants, oversized sweaters, and fluffy socks. They hadn’t dubbed people like me starving artists for nothing.

      I typed in my password and as I waited for my emails to load, I looked around me. The mood was upbeat. If I wasn’t so stressed about rebounding from my manuscript rejection, I would likely have been enjoying time on the dance floor with Krista.

      Long, slender icicle-type decorations hung from the ceiling, and I smiled to myself since they reminded me of my favorite childhood book, The Snow Queen. It was also incredible seeing all the beautiful masks, which made these elegant guests unrecognizable. Anonymity was fine by me right now, because it meant I could send out my manuscript in peace. After about ten minutes, I’d already sent out five queries. Yay, me! Take that Prince & Company.

      “Excuse me,” a husky male voice said, interrupting my thoughts and pulling me out of my entranced work haze.

      My eyes locked onto a black tuxedoed arm that reached across the table and retrieved the champagne flute I’d moved.

      “Oh, sorry . . .” My gaze followed the crisp white cuff peeping out below the black sleeve and the smell of designer cologne reached my nose and I breathed in the heady scent. Yum.

      I lifted my eyelashes and my breath caught in my throat as I gazed into the bluest eyes I’d ever seen, which were twinkling behind a black satin mask. The mystery man’s lips were full and the thought of kissing him sprang unwittingly into my mind.

      My cheeks heated. Get a grip, Michelle.

      In a slow and deliberate move, he held out a hand. “Would you care to dance, Cinderella?”

      Me? Dance? Oh, yes. . .

      No, wait. I bit my bottom lip. I didn’t want to dance at all.

      I had a plan . . . a plan to send my manuscript to every last publisher on my list to shed some light on this dark day of rejection. I waited for the words to come from my mouth, politely declining the man’s sweet offer.

      But as I stared into those mesmerizing blue eyes, I found myself smiling for the first time today and saying, “Why, yes, Prince Charming. I’d love to dance.”
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      The mystery man took my hand and the feel of his skin against mine sent tiny tingles skittering up my arm. Whoa. I’d never had that reaction to a man’s touch before. Well, not unless you counted my high school boyfriend who had smashed my heart and dumped me right before graduation (not a pleasant memory).

      I slipped my feet into my heels, which pinched my toes immediately—as if the designer shoes were made of glass just like the real Cinderella’s slippers. Ouch. How had she managed to wear those things all night? Oh, right. She was animated. As a non-animated human, I willed my feet to make it through at least one song with this mystery man.

      He led me past elegantly dressed guests on the dance floor until we found a space of our own. As he turned to face me, the throbbing beat from the DJ’s fast song faded out and the notes of “Beauty and the Beast” started up. Celine Dion started singing the first words and soon Peabo Bryson’s amazing voice belted out, sending chills up my arms. Or maybe the chills were due to this handsome stranger staring down at me with those gorgeous blue eyes behind his black mask.

      The corner of his mouth lifted. “If only you were wearing a yellow ball gown.”

      “You know this song?” I asked, raising my eyebrows and looking at him quizzically. Er, well, as quizzically as was possible with a mask covering half my face. “How are you familiar with Disney’s Belle?” I asked.

      “My niece is enthralled by the Disney princesses,” he said, gently pulling me into his arms and then swaying to the music in a way that made my legs turn gooey. “I’ve bought a gown or two at birthday time over the years.”

      “Really?” I asked, recalling that the last guy I dated hadn’t even remembered my birthday. Not that this was a date. Just a dance. But, still, my heart was pounding and it felt a little hard to breathe with him this close to me. “That’s so sweet that you know what she likes.”

      “I have my moments,” he joked.

      “Well, I can’t claim to be channeling Belle tonight anyway . . .” I gestured to my banana blonde strands that hung past my shoulders. “Wrong hair color.”

      He captured a few wisps between his fingers, leaning forward to study them before letting the strands fall again. “Like spun gold.”

      “Spun gold, huh?” I asked, trying not to let it show that my heart rate had kicked into high gear. Sticking with the fairy-tale theme, I said, “Would that make you . . . Rumpelstiltskin?”

      The corner of his mouth hitched up and he touched my hair again, lifting a lock in his hand. “All this must be spun tonight; and if it is, you shall be my queen,” he said, quoting the book.

      “Impressive,” I said, a delicious shiver running up my spine at his reciting the king from the story. The thought of being this masked stranger’s queen made me a little too giddy. But, I mean, this man knew his books and that was the sexiest thing of all.

      He moved a little closer as we danced to the romantic melody. I fell silent. The talk of fairy tales reminded me, once again, that my book had been rejected by the one publisher I had set my heart on. I fought to push that depressing thought out of my mind, but I wasn’t having much luck. Turns out crushed dreams don’t just go away during a romantic fairy-tale dance. The music changed to a song I didn’t recognize, but this mystery man made no move to let go of my hand. Instead, he took a step back and studied me as I looked up at him.

      “Why the sad face?” he asked.

      “Am I that obvious?” I asked, wondering how he could read me so well with half my face covered.  Not wanting to spoil the mood, I shrugged. “Just one of those days, you know? Disappointment at work, that’s all.”

      “How so?”

      I sucked in a breath. “A project I turned in wasn’t good enough, apparently, so it’s back to the drawing board for me.”

      His forehead crinkled. “I can’t believe anybody would reject you. Your boss must be an idiot.”

      I was about to tell him it wasn’t my boss, but then thought better of it, deciding instead to keep things upbeat. “So, tell me, Rumpel, are you a supporter of the Founding Friendships organization? Or, are you just here for the free champagne?”

      “Speaking of which . . .” He nodded toward a passing server, slipped his hand around mine, and led me toward the little round table where he’d first found me. He lifted two champagne flutes from the server’s tray and set the glasses on the table. Then he pulled a chair out for me.

      “Thank you,” I said, slipping into the seat and kicking off my heels.

      “In answer to your question . . .” He slipped into the seat next to me and took a sip of champagne, before setting the glass down again. “If you’d asked me half an hour ago, I would’ve said I support the foundation but am also here for the champagne and canapés.”

      I tilted my head. “And what would your answer be now?”

      “That I’d forgotten about the champagne until you mentioned it.”

      A small smile formed on my lips. “And the canapés?”

      He shook his head. “Someone has me too distracted to think about canapés.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” I smiled and then took a sip of champagne. This guy was way too enticing. So unusual that a man could capture my interest like this.

      “Nice laptop,” he said, nodding at my bag.

      “Oh, um . . .” I cringed. Suddenly, bringing my “I’d Rather be Reading” tote bag tonight didn’t seem like such a good idea. I thought of my sophisticated black satin purse discarded on my bed at the last minute as I was leaving the room.

      “Turn pages, not heads.” He examined the stickers on the top with interest. “Read between the lines. To read or not to read . . . is that even a question? Am I sensing a pattern here, Belle?”

      I smiled, liking the nickname. I raised a bare shoulder. “What can I say? I like books.”

      His eyes flicked to mine for a long moment, before he turned his attention back to my laptop. “And this one?”

      I watched him tap his index finger against the biggest sticker on my laptop, which was a photograph of the most beautiful heels of all. Silver, sparkly, and way beyond my budget. But I kept them there for inspiration. Someday my shoes would come (and hopefully be more comfortable than the pair on my feet).

      “Ah, those heels.” I bit my bottom lip and then smiled. “Some people dream of buying a house, or a fancy car, or a boat in St. Tropez. Me? I dream of owning a closet full of beautiful shoes, and I will . . . one day.”

      I didn’t add that if my manuscript hadn’t been rejected, part of my advance would’ve been spent on those gorgeous heels.

      He chuckled. “Reading and shoes. You certainly have interesting priorities.”

      I raised an eyebrow, immediately regretting it as my contact lens stung my eye again. “Guess there’s a lot to learn about me.”

      He lifted a few strands of my hair again. “Fortunately, I’m a good student.”

      My heart flipped. How could this man, this complete stranger, make it so challenging for me to breathe properly? In the space of an hour I had gone from no interest in dating to not wanting this date—although it wasn’t a date, really—to end.

      An elderly lady sat down at the table, and then looked up at us in surprise and confusion. “Oh, I’m sorry, dears. I thought this was my table. I must have gotten confused . . .”

      Without missing a beat, ‘Rumpel’ stood and held out his hand to me as I slipped my feet back into my heels. “No, this table is yours. We must have been confused and sat at the wrong table.” He winked at the old lady, who looked relieved. “It must be the champagne.”

      As we walked away, I glanced over at him. “You know that was our table, right?”

      He leaned close to my ear. “I didn’t have the heart to tell her she’d gotten it wrong. It seemed kinder to give up the table. I hope you don’t mind?”

      He’d been acting for her benefit? So sweet!

      “Do I mind that you’re an incredibly thoughtful gentleman? I’m going to go with no,” I said, amazed at this masked man walking beside me.

      Just before we reached the dance floor, I suddenly stopped, our joined hands causing our arms to stretch between us. He turned to me with raised eyebrows. I stepped forward, closing the distance between us, with my gaze on those blue eyes behind the mask. Adoring uncle? Knows his books? Gives up tables for the elderly? He was like a hero out of a modern day fairy tale.

      Maybe it was the day I’d been having and how this man had suddenly turned it around, or maybe it was the way my skin felt against his, but whatever the reason I suddenly went up on my tippy toes, closed my eyes and pressed my mouth to his. He stilled for a moment as if he were surprised by my actions. Truth be told, I was a little surprised myself.

      But a few seconds later, his hand brushed against my cheek and his mouth captured mine. My head swirled at his sweet, lingering kiss and I melted against him. Okay, we’d only known each other a brief amount of time, but I knew enough to realize that a man like him didn’t come around every day. As his lips brushed against mine, shivers skittered up my spine, and it felt like we were at a real-life fairy-tale ball. This felt like a romantic scene from my book and I felt completely lost in the moment⁠—

      “There you are, Michelle!” Krista shouted, causing me to jump back with my heart hammering for a whole new reason. She held her cell phone out to me. “Sorry, but it’s an emergency. . . Your stepbrother is in a real predicament, if you know what I mean.”

      “What?” I asked, coming out of my dreamy haze.

      “He’s on the phone. You’d better talk to him, like now.”

      I glanced up at “Rumpel,” who graciously stepped back. “I’ll give you some privacy,” he said.

      I nodded, taking a deep breath as I put Krista’s phone to my ear. What trouble had Phillip gotten into now? “Hello?” I said.

      “Michelle? Is that you?” Phillip asked. There was someone yelling in the background on the other end of the line, I plugged my other ear and moved away from the dance floor in order to hear better above the music.

      I frowned. “Phillip, what is going on?”

      “Please come and help me. My landlord is kicking me out. He says I forgot to pay my rent this month⁠—”

      “Did you?” I asked.

      “Well . . . yes,” he admitted. In the background, I could hear the foul-mouthed landlord shouting that he’d “forgotten” last month and the month before and that he was done being a nice guy. “But it’s not my fault I got laid off from work. He’s going to kick me out if I don’t come up with the cash right now.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I asked, sucking in a sharp breath. The panic in his voice clearly told me this was no joke. I heard the landlord yell that he’d called the police.

      “He says the cops are on their way. Please, sis. I need you.”

      My heart tugged as I made the decision. “Okay, Phillip. Tell your landlord to hang on and that I’m coming now. Just . . . try not to make the situation worse. Apologize until I arrive.”

      I handed the phone back to Krista and turned to say goodbye to Rumpel, but he was nowhere in sight. I looked around the entire room, wanting to thank him for the dance. I couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

      But then the image of Phillip being thrown in jail crossed my mind. There wasn’t time to search for the man who had turned my day around. Because my irresponsible stepbrother had gotten into serious trouble and I needed to bail him out—literally, if I didn’t arrive soon.

      With a heavy heart, I quickly relayed to Krista what happened and apologized for having to leave. Then I fled the ballroom hailed a cab outside the hotel, and hopped in. I didn’t know how to get a message to Rumpel since I didn’t know his phone number or even his name. Disappointment flooded through me as I realized I was unlikely to ever see him again thanks to my wicked stepbrother.

      Only after I was halfway to Phillip’s apartment did I realize I’d left my laptop behind.
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      The cab pulled to a stop alongside the curb outside of Phillip’s apartment complex and I hurried up the walkway, feeling a pang of sympathy for my stepbrother. He also seemed to be messing up and I know that had hurt his self-esteem. I put my finger out to ring his doorbell when the front door opened, and a couple of men walked, or rather stumbled, out. They looked me up and down, and it dawned on me that I was still wearing my black silk dress.

      Overdressed for a Thursday night? Me? Maybe a little. . .

      As the two guys turned down the sidewalk, I glanced around and there were no police cars in sight. Also, music was coming from Phillip’s apartment. Very weird for someone about to be arrested and kicked out of his rental unit. Since the door was still open from the two guys who had left, I went in and found my stepbrother in the kitchen.

      “Sis! Want a drink? I’m celebrating.”

      “I came as quickly as I could, Phillip,” I said, glancing around the kitchen but nobody else was in there. “Where is your landlord?”

      “Hugo left when he heard you were coming over to help me out again,” he said, taking a swig from his bottle of beer. “You’re supposed to go to his unit to work out the details.”

      “Is that so?” I asked, shaking my head. He would be drinking with friends, while I solved his financial problems, even though I had been yanked from my evening with the most interesting man I’d ever met? What was wrong with this picture? I blew out a breath, crossed to the living room and turned the music off. “You said that the police were coming, Phillip.”

      “That’s what Hugo told me. Guess he was bluffing,” he said, looking me up and down. “What on earth are you wearing? You look like you’ve been going through Mom’s closet.”

      “I was attending a fundraiser event at the Geoffries hotel until you called me away.”

      “Uh-oh. You sound upset,” he said, grimacing.

      “No, I’m furious.” I put my hands on my hips and tried to keep calm by counting to ten, no twenty. No wonder Mom had cut him off after his dad—my stepfather—had moved away.

      Phillip had been down in the dumps since the divorce when his dad left two years ago. In all honesty, I felt sorry for him. I remembered how I felt when my parents divorced and it wasn’t fun. Although Phillip was only three years younger than me, at twenty-five he still hadn’t gotten his act together financially. It was one of the things my mom and stepdad had argued over.

      When Phillip found this apartment six months ago, I had co-signed on the lease so he could get back on his feet again. This was something I’d regretted many times since.

      As I walked back toward the kitchen, I noticed a pile of shopping bags stacked on an accent chair, bearing names from some of the most exclusive stores in Sacramento. Was this where Phillip’s rent money had gone? A designer shopping spree?

      “Um, not to rush you but you might want to go to Hugo’s sooner rather than later. He was pretty heated earlier.”

      “Yes, I remember the shouting,” I said, shaking my head. “The party is over tonight, Phillip. I’m serious.”

      With a sigh, I went upstairs to the landlord’s unit and learned that Phillip owed him ninety-eight hundred dollars in back rent. I managed to smooth things over by offering him a thousand dollars upfront, which was the entire sum of my savings account. Then I negotiated a deal with him to pay the balance by the end of the month. Phillip (or rather I) had just over two and a half weeks to come up with the rest of the money.

      When I returned to Phillip’s apartment it was empty except for him, sitting alone at the kitchen table. He looked up expectantly. “All sorted out?”

      I nodded, feeling exhausted. “You have until the end of the month to pay him eighty-eight hundred dollars, or you really will be evicted. I just paid him a grand to buy you some time.”

      He pulled on the label of his beer bottle. “I’ll pay you back this time. I swear.”

      “That would be nice since that was all my savings. If you can’t come up with the rest of the money you’re out on the streets because I have no money left to give you. It’s time you grew up, Phillip. Yes, your dad left. Yes, he dropped all of us. But at some point you need to stand on your own two feet. You don’t want to go through your life like this, do you?”

      “You’ve always been the good kid in the family. I don’t know how you do it,” he said, tears filling his gray-blue eyes that were just like mine. “You always seem to land on your feet. Nice apartment, money to spend, fancy parties to go to apparently . . .”

      “For your information, I was at a charity fundraiser for the homeless, which is how you’re going to end up if you don’t pull yourself together.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You sound just like your mom.”

      I walked to the door, turning before I opened it. “Yeah? Well you know what, Phillip? She has a roof over her head and savings in the bank. You should follow her good example instead of criticizing her.”

      He remained silent, but the muscle throbbing on his temple told me he’d heard me.

      “Good night, Phillip.”

      He nodded. “Good night, sis.”

      I went outside and started to call a cab. Then I thought better of it and started walking in my pinching heels since I didn’t have enough money left on me to pay for my cab ride home.
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        * * *

      

      After a morning run with my roommate, Missy Peters, I dropped her at her boutique clothing store, Fashionably Late, and went for coffee at Courtney Carmichael’s Coffee Cart. Usually Missy would’ve joined me, but she was running late for a morning meeting.

      “Good morning, Michelle!” Courtney Carmichael’s face lit up when she saw me. Courtney was an ex-attorney and had been highly successful in her career, but she’d been a workaholic. Eventually her husband left her due to neglect (or, so that was the reason he gave her).

      Realizing she’d been missing life while fighting battles in the courtroom, she decided to give up that fast-paced world and start over again with her coffee cart. Her coffee was delicious and she was practically a Sacramento icon. Everyone I knew came here.

      She seemed to have an ever-expanding collection of bright, flamboyant shirts, which she said she wore to remind herself that life is fun but fleeting. Today’s tee said “Smile while you still have teeth” and featured a sequined pair of red lips with teeth made up of tiny seed pearls. It almost made me smile. Almost.

      “Is it a good morning, Courtney?” I asked. I had woken up this morning in a mixed mood after last night. On the one hand, I was still annoyed with Phillip’s irresponsible behavior, but on the other hand, I couldn’t stop thinking about my “accidental date” with Prince Charming (aka: Rumpel). On the “other” other hand (I needed to borrow an “other” after the chaos I’d been through), I felt worried sick about finding the money to pay for Phillip’s rent catch-up.

      Although I had told my stepbrother it was his responsibility, he knew as well as I did that as a co-signer, it was legally my responsibility to pay that rent. The advance on my book would’ve covered his debt, but now that Prince & Company had rejected my manuscript I was back to square one, and in desperate need of another publisher.

      And coffee. I was in desperate need of coffee.

      “Oh, dear, bad night?” Courtney asked.

      “You could say I had a bad night but you’d have to multiply that by ten, thanks to my stepbrother.” I accepted my cup of coffee and leaned against Courtney’s cart.

      “Phillip? What’s he done now?”

      “Oh, you know, money and stuff. Actually, I’m more concerned about my laptop. I went to a charity ball at the Geoffries hotel last night⁠—”

      “Fancy.” Courtney nodded in approval.

      “Definitely. But I left my laptop there. I called the concierge, but nobody had handed it in, so now I have no way of finding it.”

      Courtney frowned. “I know how much your laptop means to you, but I won’t even ask why you had your laptop at a charity ball. I take it you didn’t install the tracker we’d talked about after your mom gave you the laptop for Christmas?”

      My mouth dropped open. Now I remembered! I’d installed the software right away, but I’d forgotten all about it. I took out my phone and searched through my apps to find it. Courtney peered over my shoulder as we waited for the map to spring into life. Sure enough, there was a little red dot, blinking as it made its way slowly along a downtown street.

      “Your laptop is moving,” she said, looking up at me. “Hey, that address is only a few blocks from here!”

      “You’re a genius.” I grabbed a lid for my coffee and kissed Courtney on the cheek. “Thank you. I’ll let you know what happens.”

      “Good luck!” she called out, before helping the next customer in line.

      I watched the dot moving as I followed the map, keeping one eye out for lampposts as I walked, head down. Hope filled my heart, not only at the thought of getting my laptop back, but also it dawned on me that perhaps my mystery man from last night had found it and was trying to contact me. I smiled. I was like a modern day Cinderella, running out of the ball at midnight (although it had been closer to eleven) and leaving my glass slipper behind. Well, it had a sticker of my coveted glittery shoes on the laptop’s lid, anyway.

      I checked my phone again. The red dot had stopped, its location just around the next corner. I groaned as I realized the offices of Prince & Company, my former dream publisher (current publishing nemesis), were on the same street. In fact, it appeared that my laptop had stopped right outside their door.

      I rounded the corner, becoming aware that I was wearing my normal novel-writer’s working uniform: yoga pants and an over-sized sweatshirt. I’d left in such a panic this morning that I hadn’t even thought about who I might run into. If it was Prince Charming (aka: Rumpel) holding my laptop, I hoped he liked the casual look as well as the elegant look.

      It was because I was deep in thought that I collided with the man, who was standing outside Prince & Company.

      “Oof!” I exclaimed, taking a step back and rubbing my forehead. “I’m so sorry, I wasn’t looking where I was going. I’m just glad I didn’t spill my coffee all over⁠—”

      The man turned around, mesmerizing blue eyes meeting my gaze.

      “It’s you . . .” My heart skipped a beat as I took in the rest of the man’s appearance now that he wasn’t wearing a mask. Dark hair. Glasses. Tiny scar above his eyebrow where he’d fallen off his bicycle as a child. Oh, no. “Brooks Keller,” I said.

      The man I had bumped into was not only the fairy-tale hero from last night, but he was also Brooks Keller, my ex-boyfriend and all-round heartbreaker who had left me devastated when he broke up with me right before graduation.

      It was then that I noticed my laptop in his arms, which was ironic since that’s where I’d spent a large part of my senior year at Blue Moon Bay High School. He looked a bit taller than I remembered, his physique more muscular—had he started working out?—but his untameable dark hair seemed to be even wilder now.

      “Michelle Moss,” Brooks said, his voice sounding a little deeper but also so familiar that I couldn’t believe I hadn’t recognized it last night. I blamed the music. Thanks a lot, Celine Dion. “It’s been a long time. How are you?”

      “I’m fine, Brooks,” I said, even though I wasn’t fine now and I hadn’t been fine back when he’d broken my heart. I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m actually thrilled to see my laptop, which you could’ve just turned in to the Geoffries hotel.”

      “Your laptop?” He looked from me to the laptop, and then back to me again. His eyes flicked to my hair, piled up on top of my head. Spun gold, he’d called it. “No, I found it last night and am taking it into my office to see if I can figure out how to contact the owner since there is a lock and I don’t know the password . . .”

      “Well, now you don’t need to contact her, because I’m here. So, if you would just hand it over I’ll let you be on your way,” I said, annoyed to see him again, annoyed that he was Rumpel, and annoyed that he looked even more handsome than I remembered.

      “Let’s go inside and figure this out.” He punched a number into the keypad and then stood back as if he were a gentleman and wanted to let me enter first. Would a gentleman have dumped his girlfriend before graduation with no explanation? I think not. “You first,” he said, since I hadn’t moved.

      My gaze drifted to the embossed plaque beside the door and my mouth dropped open.

      “Wait, you work here?” I stared at the nameplate, which read “Prince & Company Publishing.” My head felt dizzy. Oh, this couldn’t be happening.

      “Yes, I do work for Prince & Company. In fact, I’ve just been promoted to Editor.”

      My ears started ringing and I couldn’t believe what I’d just heard. I got out my phone and scrolled through my emails until I found the rejection email from Prince & Company. I scanned to the end of the letter: B. Keller, Editor.

      “No, way.” I glared up at him. Not only had this man broken my heart in high school, but now he’d done it again almost ten years later by rejecting my manuscript. And he had picked up my laptop last night? My Prince Charming had turned into a toad, an editor toad, literally overnight. So not the way a fairy-tale romance should go.
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      Taking a big long sip of coffee, I followed Brooks into the elevator and we rode in silence to the top floor to Prince & Company Publishing. I would’ve much preferred to walk as fast as I could in the opposite direction, but he had my laptop and wouldn’t relinquish it until I proved my ownership. This was so typical of him, always practical and so . . . I wanted to say boring but I couldn’t, because being with Brooks had been the most exciting time in my life.

      I studied him out of the corner of my eye, remembering last night. Rumpel had been charming, funny, romantic, and gentlemanly, whereas Brooks was rude and pig-headed. The only bright side was that the muscle on the side of his jaw seemed to be working overtime. Even with his cool demeanor, I could tell he was as uncomfortable as I was. Ha!

      Last night, his hair had been combed back neatly, whereas today Brooks’ hair was messy in an admittedly sexy kind of way. Then the words “unrealistic, unimaginable and unpublishable” crossed my mind, making me narrow my eyes. It was at this moment that he caught me looking. My cheeks heated, and I cleared my throat.

      “I see you still haven’t figured out how to use a brush, Brooks,” I said, since it had been a standing joke between us that he was always far too busy reading to bother brushing his hair. It had been our shared love of books, which had brought us together in the first place. Ironic.

      He raked his fingers through his dark locks and opened his mouth to speak when the elevator doors opened with a ping. We stepped forward and into the offices of Prince & Company. He led the way through the lobby and down a hall, stopping in front of a closed door. Then he opened it and stood back to let me through. As I passed him, I caught the unmistakable smell of last night’s cologne, and my stomach did a little flip. No-no-no! So not okay to have that reaction now that I knew Prince Charming was my ex.

      “Please, have a seat,” he said.

      I slid into the leather chair that sat in front of a large desk and set my empty coffee cup down. Piles of manuscripts were stacked neatly on top, but mine couldn’t still be there since he had surely shredded the pages and sent them for hamster bedding somewhere.

      Unrealistic, unimaginable and unpublishable!

      My shoulders tensed as I watched him place my laptop carefully on the desk. Then he sat back in his chair, studying me with those startlingly blue eyes, the same eyes that had looked into mine from behind that black mask last night. He took a pair of glasses out of his tweed jacket pocket and slipped them on, making him look like a hot book nerd.

      Why was life so cruel?

      “You rejected me!” I blurted.

      “Rejected you?” Brooks asked, a pained look crossing his face. He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose before slipping them back on. “Michelle, I’m sorry. But that was . . . what . . . ten years ago?”

      “We broke up nine and a half years ago, actually, and I’m not talking about that. I mean you rejected my manuscript.”

      He looked confused, his eyes scanning the largest pile of papers on his desk which I could only assume was the slush pile. So many dreams dashed, probably with his wicked words.

      “What are you talking about? I haven’t even seen a manuscript from you . . .”

      “My penname is Mia Mapleton. Ring any bells? Once Upon a Date?” As I told him my pen name and book title, I noticed that my leg was jiggling up and down, a habit I’d had since I was a kid and which happened when I was nervous, or annoyed. Right now, I was both.

      His eyes widened as realization hit him. “Oh.”

      “Is that it? Just ‘oh’? You know being a novelist is all I ever wanted to be. And when I finally write a book I’m really proud of, you just chuck it in the trash. Seems to be a habit of yours, doesn’t it, throwing me away?”

      He stared at me in disbelief, and shook his head. “Look, let’s just separate these two things, okay? First, I’m sorry I hurt you back in high school. Trust me, Michelle, that was the last thing I wanted to do. But⁠—”

      “I wasn’t good enough for you. I didn’t read the right kind of books for you, did I?” It had always been the reason I figured he’d dumped me, because while Brooks read the classics, I always had my nose in romantic stories of heroes and heroines, and happy-ever-afters.

      Brooks looked dumbfounded. “What? Michelle, I never said or⁠—”

      I held my hand up. “Forget it, okay? I have.”

      “Clearly not.”

      I glared at him. “Let’s just stick to the important stuff. My book.”

      He took a deep breath and stared at me. Then he shook his head, opened a drawer and took out a stack of papers. “This book?”

      My eyes widened.  “Not shredded, I see.”

      He gave me a look I couldn’t read. “You’re writing as . . . Mia Mapleton?”

      I nodded, my throat tightening as the rejection went through my mind. I had put my heart and soul into that book. “You hated it.”

      “No, that’s not true, Michelle. The book was good. The writing was excellent, in fact. But it was just . . .” He trailed off, probably finding it hard to be so harsh in person.

      My heart pounded. “It was just what?”

      “It was just . . . unbelievable. Our readers need to be able to believe in our books⁠—”

      “Cut the sales talk, Brooks. What is so unbelievable about Once Upon a Date?”

      He slid his glasses down his nose and rubbed his eyes. He looked tired. I was glad.

      “Life just isn’t like you put in the story, Michelle. Romance isn’t all hearts and flowers, and violins playing.”

      I looked him in the eye. “It can be.”

      “Not in my opinion.” Brooks at least had the decency to look uncomfortable. He set my manuscript back down and switched his attention to my laptop. “So, you say this is yours?”

      I nodded. “The laptop is mine.”

      “This is your sticker?” he asked, tapping the high heels.

      “Yes.”

      His expression showed he finally understood. “So that means . . .”

      I let out a sigh. “That the fairy-tale evening you had last night was with me. And don’t even bother trying to deny it was magical, Brooks Keller, because I know you felt it, too.”

      A small smile played on his lips, the same lips, I suddenly remembered, that I had kissed last night. The same lips I had kissed a million times before.

      “Uh-oh. I’m in trouble. You’re last-naming me.”

      I smiled in spite of myself. Brooks and I’d had our fair share of arguments while we dated, and he always knew when he was in trouble because I would use his full name.

      “Michelle Moss. I can’t believe that was you last night,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Maybe I should’ve known. I mean, you would think that, er, some things would be so familiar that . . .”

      “You mean like kissing me?” I supplied.

      He nodded. “Yes, exactly. How could we not have known?”

      “Oh, believe me. I had no idea. I mean . . .  not a clue. In fact, in a million years I never would’ve⁠—”

      “I get it,” he said, holding his hand up and a line formed between his eyebrows. “Where did you disappear to after, well, you know? I went to the table to get your laptop, and when I got back to where we’d been standing, you had disappeared.”

      So that was where he’d gone. “Family emergency,” I said.

      “Everything okay now?”

      I shrugged. “Resolved enough.”

      “That’s good.” He nodded, and slid the laptop across the desk toward me. “Look, I’m sorry about your book, Michelle. But, it really was good.”

      “Just unbelievable,” I pointed out, even though my modern fairy-tale romance novel could totally happen in real life. In fact, last night would’ve made a great chapter two.

      “I’ll tell you what,” he said, clasping his hands in front of him and leaning forward. “Rewrite it with real characters in real situations, and I’ll take another look.”

      “You mean, make it cold and heartless, like you?” I grabbed my laptop and stood. I was getting upset again, and I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry. I’d done enough of that over Brooks in my teens. I wasn’t going to start again now that I was twenty-seven.

      He stood. “I didn’t mean to make you upset. I wanted
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