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To those who think love is for pretty people
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Izzy




As always, I’m early to work and have to sit around in my car, waiting for my manager Richard to open the library. I love my job as a librarian—books have always been a big part of my life. They carry memories of a better part of my childhood.

I’m especially excited today because the new book releases are coming in with the book mail. I’ll be the first to get my hands on those crisp pages before I’m supposed to shelve them separately for the people who already placed holds on them. Jerks!

I plan to binge-read some of them before shelving. Richard doesn’t allow employees to put a hold on more than two new releases, so I’ll take this chance to read the ones I couldn’t reserve—during my shift, of course.

Besides that, I love coffee, my dad, and my Bookstagram and BookTok accounts, where I have friends who share the joy of reading—and the occasional book-related rant. It honestly feels like I’ve found a family.

Richard finally opens the door for me. I walk in, store my things, and race him to the mailroom.

“I don’t understand why a beautiful woman like you, in your late twenties, wants to be tucked away in books. Izzy, you could be outside enjoying the California sun, getting a gorgeous tan on the beach, and maybe dating a handsome man—not a book boyfriend,” Richard teases.

“Rich, you’re gay, or I’d go on a date with you. In the straight world, dating sucks. It’s all about getting on an app and banging someone within minutes of meeting them. I don’t want to keep having meaningless sex. I’ve tried, and I’m done with it.”

“I’m with you on making meaningful connections before the banging. What about that handsome single dad who comes to toddler storytime with his son and gives you all the looks?”

“His wife left him. That’s why he’s a single dad.”

“I don’t see a problem. You’re single and hot. He’s single and handsome. You like kids. He has a son.”

“His wife left him because he kept checking out other women. Even during toddler storytime, he’s still at it. He uses his adorable son as a wingman to hook up with desperate moms. No thanks!”

“Izzy, I’m telling you—he has a thing for you.”

“Rich, we have nothing in common. His son is in my storytime class. That’s it. I want to be with a man I can do more with than just bang. Someone interesting. Someone I genuinely want to know. Someone I’d enjoy spending time with on actual dates.”

“Izzy, real men don’t come from romance novels.”

“Story of my life.”

I put the two books I had on hold into my bag to take home. Rich won’t mind. I grab the rest from his hand to read during the day before I shelve them. I take pictures of the new releases with the right background and upload them to my Bookstagram account. During lunch, I’ll probably make a video or two for BookTok about the new releases.

“Taking pictures again?” Richard asks.

“Yes, for my twenty-five thousand followers in the book community.”

He smiles and goes about his day. I punch in my card to officially start my workday. First, I scan the books from the return bin into the system. Then, I head over to the activity room to teach my baby storytime class.

I still can’t believe we have over thirty children attending regularly with their parents or nannies.

After class, one mom chats with me.

“I loved your class! In this area, every mom talks about Isabelle’s storytime at Sea Side Library. I had to check it out for myself. You’re truly gifted as a storyteller, and I love the nursery rhymes you incorporate.”

Her comment just made my day. This is what I live for. I strongly believe in spreading literacy among children and helping build a solid foundation for their future.

“Thank you so much. I hope your daughter Lily enjoyed the class.”

She nods, grabs a handful of baby books from my recommendations table, and lets herself out of the room.

“That was a hit,” says Rich.

“I just love parents who start reading early to their kids. It’s so good for their language development to come to these classes. My dad used to do this kind of stuff with me when I was growing up. I love teaching storytime here.”

“That’s why I have you do it. Some of the other librarians hate teaching classes. They’d rather deal with books than people.”

At lunch, I film a BookTok video about this week’s new releases. I also post a buddy read announcement on Bookstagram for one of the books I’m taking home. It’s a romantic suspense, and I’d love to read it with a book friend and discuss it every few chapters. Whoever messages me by this evening—I’ll do a buddy read with them.




By the time I’m done working, I’ve received three messages about the buddy read post. One person says she can only do it after next week. NOPE! I can’t wait that long with a book in my hand. Another person has ordered the book, but it hasn’t arrived yet. NOPE! The last person says he already has the book and even sends me a picture of it. SCORED!

I message him back and ask if he can set up a time for a video call tonight so we can discuss a few things before starting the book together. His name is Ishan Mahajan. He responds within minutes.

Ishan: I’m excited to do this buddy read with you, Isabelle. The only thing is—can we do it over a phone call rather than a video call?

That’s odd. The whole idea of a buddy read is to either meet up or do a video call if we live far apart.

Me: Where do you live?

He starts typing—I see the dots appear on my screen—then they disappear, and no message comes through. A moment later, the typing bubbles show up again… and then vanish once more. Still nothing.

Me: Ishan, I live in Sea Side, California. If you’re nearby, we can meet in person. If not, a video call would be perfect. I don’t really do these over the phone—it’s just awkward since I can’t point to things in the book. I also annotate my books with sticky notes and flashcards.

While waiting, I scroll through his profile on Bookstagram. He has an animated profile picture and a few photos of his hand holding different books.

Oh great. He’s one of those—the kind of person who doesn’t show their face on social media. I keep scrolling through some of his recent posts. I actually like his taste in books. He’s into thrillers and suspense. I read mostly romance, some suspense, and the occasional nonfiction. Neither of us reads fantasy, which is kind of rare. We’ve both dabbled in memoirs. He’s really into mysteries—I’ve only read a few of those. Still, it’s an interesting profile!

I’m still waiting for his reply, and I know he’s online. Come on, Ishan. I’m waiting. I swear I’m cool. Not a stalker. Not a sugar daddy. And I always show my face on my profile.
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Shaan




I’m nervous. As much as I want to meet her in person, I’m afraid she’ll freak out when she sees my face. I type the message, then erase it. Then I retype it again, changing the wording. I struggle to find the guts to send it.

I’m a celebrity—the kind the public dreads. But without me, the movie would never be complete. I play the villain. The guy who gets beaten up by the hero. The one the audience roots against so they can cheer for the good guy. I earn just as much, sometimes more, but I never get the love, admiration, or fame the hero receives.

Isabelle is incredibly well-read. I’ve followed her account for years. If she sees me, she’ll recognize me from one of those online articles. Hollywood knows I’m here, shooting two films. It wouldn’t take her long to put two and two together. She’ll know I’m Shaan—the name the world knows me by. I’ve starred in countless Bollywood movies and recently crossed over into international films. Right now, I’m hiding out in Monterey, far from the paparazzi swarming Beverly Hills and Hollywood. I need peace in my personal life. After I leave the film set, I just want to come home and unwind with my books.

Then she sends me a message:

Isabelle: I’m still waiting for your response. I understand you might be afraid to show me your face, but I recognize your account. You comment on my book posts at least a few times a month. I promise I’ll never take your picture or share anything on social media. I respect your privacy.

It’s as if she just read my mind.

I delete the message I had typed earlier. Then I type another one—and this time, I hit send.

Me: Thank you for your kind words. I live about fifteen minutes away from you in Monterey, near Pebble Beach. I’m free tomorrow around 6 p.m. and will have the first five chapters read by then. We can meet in person for a buddy read at my house. You’re welcome to stay for dinner after. It won’t offend me if you’d rather not. Don’t worry—I won’t be alone. There will be other people around the house. Here’s my address.

Panic sets in immediately. I can’t believe I sent that. I try to unsend it on Instagram, but I see she’s already read the message.

Too late.

Oh, crap.

I reread it. I sound like a creep. How could any woman not freak out after getting a message like that?

I pace the room, back and forth, waiting for her response.

Then my phone beeps.

Isabelle: I’m not sure why you’re so afraid to show me your face. I looked up your address—you live on 17-Mile Drive in Monterey. People literally pay to drive through your neighborhood; it’s a tourist attraction. So believe me, I know it’s safe, and I know you must be rich. Worst-case scenario? I scream, and a bunch of tourists rush in to save me. I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. Also, I never refuse free food. So dinner and a buddy read sound good to me. I’ll have the first five chapters read too. See you soon!

I smile. Then I jump with joy.

I can’t believe she’s coming tomorrow.

It’s been a long time since I made a friend who doesn’t work for me.

Me: See you tomorrow.

I send her a smiling emoji. She likes the comment.




I pull up her profile picture. Then I walk over to the mirror and look at my reflection.

She’s so beautiful.

I don’t deserve to have dinner with her. But I may not get another chance.

I’m going to make this the best dinner she’s ever had.

I just hope she doesn’t freak out and run away after seeing me. It’s a real possibility—it’s happened before.

I touch the deformed parts of my face with my fingers.

Sometimes it feels like even my mirror hates me.

How can I expect a beautiful woman like her to want to spend time with me?

Will she like me enough to stay for a buddy read in my home library?

Will she like me enough to sit across the table from me and share a meal?

These thoughts swirl through my mind.

Excitement turns to anxiety in a matter of minutes.

I’m very lonely. I’ve always been this way—ever since I started my acting career. I’ve never fit the “hot celebrity” mold.

I just hope she likes me.

I walk downstairs and instruct the housekeepers to make the house spotless for tomorrow. Then I speak with the butler.

“Make a four-course meal for dinner,” I tell him. “I’m expecting a special guest.”

“What guest?” Jeet asks.

“A very special guest,” I say.

“A new producer with a film script?” he inquires.

I shake my head. Jeet has been with me since the beginning—back when I started acting in India. He’s more than an employee. He’s my only real friend. He manages both my personal and professional schedules.

“She’s a friend,” I clarify. “Not from the film industry.”

He nods and walks into the kitchen to begin preparations.

I follow him to make sure everything is clear.

“No Indian food. Nothing spicy. Two appetizers, two entrées, two dessert choices. And salad—make sure there are at least three dressing options,” I tell the chef. Then I glance at Jeet, silently telling him to keep tabs on everything.

He smiles.

“Don’t worry. It’ll be an Italian dinner with wine. I’ll make sure we have at least three wine options—red, white, and rosé. Anything else?” Jeet asks, trying to stifle a laugh behind his smile.

I can’t believe he’s teasing me. I shake my head and walk out of the kitchen. He follows close behind.

“Have you met this friend before?” he asks.

I stop and turn to face him.

“Why does it matter whether I’ve met her or not?”

His eyebrows rise when I say her. I notice a shift in his expression.

“Because it sounds like you’ve got a crush. Shaan, you’ve never intervened in kitchen matters before—not even for an Oscar-winning co-star.”

He’s not wrong. I’ve never cared about my co-stars’ ridiculous dietary demands, no matter how famous they were. Most of them are so self-absorbed, with requests as long as the Eiffel Tower.

“She’s a normal person. I just want her to feel comfortable. That’s all,” I say defensively.

He chuckles and walks away.

Later, I go back online and scroll through a few of Isabelle’s videos where she talks about books.

I love how confident she is. Her smile is contagious.

She’s wearing a faded t-shirt and jeans, her hair pulled up into a messy updo. She looks relaxed and completely comfortable in her own skin.

It must be nice to be that beautiful—able to wear anything, get on camera, and know that people will love seeing you.
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Izzy




I drive to Ishan’s house right after work. It’s been a while since I’ve driven through this neighborhood. I stop at the gate, and the gatekeeper points to the price chart for entering the 17-Mile Drive in Monterey. The cost is $11.25 just to get into his neighborhood. This buddy read better be worth it. Next time, I’ll probably make him drive to Seaside—I can’t afford this kind of entrance fee.

I’m early, and since I paid so much to get in, I might as well drive around and check out the neighborhood. It’s serene here, and the beaches are much cleaner than in other parts of California. On the far side of the area, I spot a couple of old men playing golf. It must be nice to have a vast ocean view while hitting the ball. Judging by the billboards in their parking lot, this is a very famous golf course that hosts many international competitions. I’m not into golf, but seeing all the high-end cars parked nearby, it really does seem like a rich people’s sport.

I drive around a bit more and see some gorgeous mansions. They’re meticulously maintained, with manicured lawns, exotic plants, and beautiful architecture. Some of the homes have balconies and large windows facing the ocean. I wonder which one is Ishan’s. I know he’s a millionaire, but I’m curious about what he actually does for a living. Maybe he inherited most of his wealth. This neighborhood gives off serious rich dad vibes. How else could someone afford to live here? I only live fifteen minutes away, and I’ve only been on the 17-Mile Drive twice in my life—mainly because of the cost.

I park my car on the side of the road and walk to the beach. I hear seals roaring and get excited. As I walk closer, I spot three seals lying on the rocks in the middle of the ocean, grunting at the tourists. I clap my hands in excitement—until I catch a few people staring at me. I immediately stop and walk back to my car.

Finally, I drive to Ishan’s house. I’m still about twenty minutes early. I hate being early—it means killing time alone in my car. I debate whether to park on the street or pull into his long, U-shaped driveway. I know it could easily fit seven to nine cars. I talk myself into parking in the driveway. Rich neighborhoods always seem to have strict parking rules, and I can’t afford to get towed. Even the tow fees must be outrageous around here.

I park and wait. When you want time to fly, it never does. It’s boring to just sit here. Screw it—I can’t do this anymore. I’m bored out of my mind.

I turn off the car and get out. I walk up to his front door. It’s already open. I peek inside and see a flurry of activity, like the staff is preparing for a big event. A skinny man with a tall stature is directing others to put trophies away in a closet. They look like awards given to movie stars. The maids rush to collect the trophies from the living room and run upstairs to hide them in one of the bedroom closets.

Another man, wearing a black shirt and khaki pants, is getting angry at everyone for being slow. I don’t see his face—his back is to me. He has curly hair that falls about an inch past his ears. His hands look strong, and on the ring finger of his right hand, he wears a unique gemstone ring. He’s pointing to something upstairs.

That man in the black shirt walks backward, eyeing a frame hanging on the upper wall. The frame tilts, and he instructs the skinny man to straighten it. He’s holding a coffee cup in his other hand. I recognize it—it’s from the same local coffee shop I go to.

Then he turns around and bumps straight into me, spilling hot coffee all over my shirt. I scream because the coffee is hot, and it’s all over me.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you. It’s my fault,” he says, panicking. He grabs a few paper towels and starts helping me wipe off the coffee. As he rubs the tissue along the area where my cleavage begins, I push his hand away. Then I shift my gaze to his face—and freak out.

His face is slightly deformed. It looks unnatural, like whoever made him forgot to smooth out the rough draft. His nose is large and pointy, his lips are thin, his eyes unusually big, his cheeks sunken, and his chin doesn’t quite fit the rest of his face.

I scream again upon seeing him, and he immediately steps back.

“You’re fine. I won’t hurt you. I promise,” he mumbles.

The skinny man rushes down the stairs to diffuse the situation.

“Hey, I’m Jeet. You’re okay. Please, calm down,” he says. I exhale slowly. “We’re all here. He won’t do anything to you.”

What does he mean by that? Oh my God, is this man dangerous—a murderer or a monster or something? Jeet’s words are anything but reassuring, but I’m relieved to see there are other people in the house. At least if something happens, there will be witnesses.

I take deep breaths for a minute and finally start to calm down. A maid brings me a glass of water. I take a few sips and breathe more easily. The man who spilled coffee on me steps aside, staying in the corner while Jeet and the maid take over. He looks withdrawn. I feel awful for screaming at him. It’s not right to scream at someone because of how they look. That was wrong of me.

“If you’d like to change into something else, we have options,” the maid offers.

“No, I’m fine. Thank you,” I reply.

I remove my shirt completely, revealing the white camisole I’m wearing underneath. I roll up the stained shirt and tuck it into my bag. The man in the black shirt watches my actions, and I feel slightly nervous under his gaze. But when I look at him, he immediately averts his eyes.

“I’m here to see Ishan Mahajan for a buddy read session. I arrived a little earlier than our scheduled time. Is he busy?” I ask.

“It’s pronounced E-shaan, not I-shaan, even though it’s spelled that way,” Jeet corrects gently.

Jeet exchanges a look with the man in the black shirt. They seem to be communicating silently. Then Jeet turns back to me.

“Ishan had to leave. Unfortunately, he forgot to cancel the buddy read session with you. I apologize for the inconvenience,” Jeet says.

Something feels off. Ishan was online just an hour ago. He would’ve messaged me if he was canceling.

The man in the black shirt is sweating and staring at the floor in embarrassment. That’s when it hits me—he must be Ishan. His clothes are higher quality than what anyone else here is wearing; he’s likely the homeowner. And the coffee cup in his hand is from the same local shop I frequent—a shop that happens to have a bookstore next to it. My heart pounds. I look more closely at his face this time, trying not to panic.

I’ve seen his face before—maybe in movies, under layers of creepy makeup. He runs a hand through his hair in a distinct way. It’s his signature gesture.

Oh my God. That’s Shaan—the famous movie villain.

“Can I get you some more water?” Jeet asks, interrupting my thoughts. I glance down and realize I’ve finished the entire glass just from the shock of recognizing him. I feel even worse now.

I take a few steps toward Shaan. He watches me, his eyes alert. I’ve already backed him into a corner—he has nowhere else to go. Even though his face is unusual, he’s tall and has a great physique. I wonder why he keeps himself so covered. I can trace the outline of his biceps and firm abdominal muscles through his shirt. Of course, he had to wear black. Why couldn’t it have been a white shirt?

I take another step toward him. His hesitation confirms it—he is Ishan Mahajan. I now recognize the gemstone ring on his finger; it’s the same one I’ve seen holding a book in his Bookstagram photo.

“I don’t want more water,” I say to Jeet, not breaking eye contact with Ishan.

Everything makes sense now. Ishan didn’t want to meet me in person because he feared how I might react. And I gave him exactly the reaction he dreaded. I feel like such an inconsiderate person. I teach children in my storytime class to open their minds and embrace new friends. I’m a hypocrite. I can’t believe I did this to him. No wonder he preferred to do the buddy read over the phone.

I take one last step and close the distance between us. We make brief eye contact.

“I’m sorry, Ishan. You turned around and accidentally spilled hot coffee on me, and I panicked. I didn’t mean to scream at you. It wasn’t your fault. I knew you were backing up—I should have knocked before entering your house. I’m really sorry.”

I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him into a hug. I’m a hugger. My dad raised me to solve problems with kindness. What I did wasn’t okay. Hopefully, a hug and a sincere apology will help him forgive me.
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Shaan


She knows I’m Ishan. She’s a lot smarter than I thought she would be. Jeet’s ruse that I’m away from home didn’t work on her.

Oh my God, why is she closing in on me?

She wraps her arms around my neck and hugs me. I don’t know what to do. No one has hugged me in a long time. Do I push her away? I can’t—that would be rude. I slowly place my hand on the small of her back. I can smell her shampoo—lavender mixed with rosemary. I take a deep breath, inhaling her scent.

Her hair brushes against my face, and I like the feeling. It’s nice to be hugged and held. She lets go, and I take a step back. I appreciate how genuine she is about her reaction. She acknowledges that she panicked after bumping into me and walking in without knocking. Most people would’ve blamed my face for their response—but she didn’t.

I love her skin. It’s soft and clear. I can’t stop staring at her shoulders. Maybe she should’ve put her shirt back on—but then again, I forgot it was stained with coffee.

“It’s okay. Your reaction was normal. I’m used to it,” I tell her.

She looks sad. Oh God, I hope she doesn’t cry. I pick up the book from the console to change the subject.

“Do you still want to do the buddy read?” I ask.

She nods and glances around the house, looking for a place to sit.

“Isabelle, we can go to my home library if you’re comfortable. Or we can stay here in the living room, if you’re still feeling uneasy.”

“Call me Izzy,” she says. “That’s what everyone calls me.”

I walk toward the couch, assuming she’ll follow. I glance at Jeet, who signals the maids to quietly disappear. Once the room empties, he nods at me.

“Where’s your home library?” Izzy asks.

Okay, so she doesn’t mind going somewhere more private with me. That’s a pleasant surprise.

“It’s upstairs, to the right,” I answer immediately.

She heads toward the staircase. I follow, and Jeet moves ahead to guide her. When we reach the library door, Jeet opens it for her. She walks in—and is clearly amazed. She turns slowly, taking in the full room. Every wall is lined with bookshelves, carefully organized with hardcovers and paperbacks. The smile on her face makes me happy. It’s the same expression I have whenever I walk into a great bookstore.

In the center of the room is a small couch where I usually read. There’s also a rug beside it, with pillows scattered around. Sometimes I prefer reading on the rug with a pullover blanket. She notices the reading nook and smiles.

“I love this reading spot. It’s perfect. Jeet, can you please leave us alone and shut the door on your way out?” Izzy asks.

I glance at Jeet. Her request surprises him.

“Are you sure you want me to leave?” he asks again.

“You don’t look like someone who’s read the book we’re about to discuss. So why stay?”

“As you wish,” he says, then leaves and closes the door behind him.

I sigh in relief. I’m just happy she feels comfortable enough to be alone with me in the library. I originally planned for Jeet to stay during the session, so she wouldn’t feel scared.

She takes a seat on the couch and pulls out her copy of the book. She looks up at me and says, “Sit down so we can discuss it.”

I sit down on the rug instead of joining her on the couch. I don’t want to be too close to her. What if she panics again after seeing my face up close?

But she surprises me again—she gets off the couch and sits on the rug next to me. It’s funny. I’m trying to keep my distance, and she’s choosing to be near. Am I no longer scary to her?

I open my book, and we dive into the first five chapters. It turns out to be one of the best book discussions I’ve ever had. I love how she thinks outside the box and already has predictions about who the killer might be—even though we’ve only just read the murder scene. I enjoy listening to her thought process. I enjoy disagreeing with her. I love how she lights up when our interpretations differ.

By the end of the hour, I feel guilty for not telling her who I really am. She still knows me as Ishan. Should I tell her I’m Shaan? I’m surprised she hasn’t figured it out. Maybe I don’t look that bad without the makeup.

She says something, but I’m lost in thought.

“Right?” she asks.

I nod, even though I didn’t hear her question.

“This was a lot of fun, Izzy. Thank you for doing this with me. I’ve never done an in-person buddy read before. This was my first.”

“I’m glad. Let’s set up a time to read the next five chapters. When are you free?”

Did I mishear her? She wants to do this again—with me? Wow.

Whenever I do a reading session with Jeet, he avoids scheduling the next one. He’s not a reader. He only reads because he gets paid to spend time with me. Izzy is different. She actually enjoys being a book nerd, just like I do.

“I’m free tomorrow if you think you can read five more chapters by then,” I say.

“That works. Do you think you can come to Sea Side?” she asks.

My stomach clenches. I’m afraid to go out in public. Just because Izzy doesn’t recognize me doesn’t mean others won’t.

I wipe the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand.

“Izzy, I can’t be out in public. It makes me nervous. People won’t let us have a moment to ourselves.”

“Ishan, it’s kind of expensive to get into your neighborhood. I can’t afford that every day,” she says.

That’s when it hits me—$11.25 can be a lot for someone just to enter a neighborhood. Of course it is. I’ve taken my world for granted.

“Izzy, we have a special pass for guests who come here regularly. I can ask Jeet to give you one so you won’t have to pay again. Then can you come here?”

I ask her eagerly. My stomach twists in knots. I really want her to come back tomorrow.

“Yes, I can. That would be great.”

The cost of gas briefly crosses my mind, and I hesitate before saying the next part.

“Since you’re driving here for our buddy reads, dinner will always be on me. I have a chef at home. It’ll be my way of thanking you for making the trip.”

She nods.

“Now, shall we head downstairs for dinner?” I ask.

She seems to be contemplating something. Then she runs her hand over her opposite arm, touching herself nervously.

“Since I don’t have a shirt… are you sure you want me to stay for dinner? I know you’re expecting some
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