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prologue

Jason

| tipped back the lukewarm Corona and glanced at the flickering TV. Alone. Again.
A knock sounded at the door.

| ignored it and reached for another slice of pizza. How long had | been sitting in my
living room? | hadn’t aclue.

I’d lost track of alot of thingsin the past week.
My truck door, for one — my fault.
My heart — her fault.

My balls — the universe's fault and an unfortunate run-in with lightning... more to
come on that | ater.

And finally — my ability to move on.
It's easy the first time you move on from alost love. Life happens, days go by, and
you chalk it up to the fact that you were immature and stupid. Hell, you were

eighteen. What did you even know at eighteen? I’ d been avirgin until her.

S0 honestly? Nothing. | hadn’t known a damn. Thing.



The second time you miss that opportunity to love — well, that’s when things go to
shit.

Exhibit A: my parents house. Takeout boxes littered every inch of space, beer bottles
totem-poled the boxes, and something smelled.

| sniffed my armpit.

That something was me.

| glanced down the hallway. Too much effort in trying to get clean. What the hell was
the point anyway? She was gone. Again. | was alone. Again.

And you know the really sick part?

Before she’'d come stomping back into my life, I’d been completely okay withit! I'd
findly settled into my job at the local police department. | had great friends, was
remodeling up my parents house, and | had the promise of a goat—

Don’t ask.

The point? Everything had been fine until Maddy Summers decided to screw me
over.

The knocking got louder.

“Not home!” | yelled.

The door burst open.

Not my best friend, Max, walked into the house, his feet kicking empty boxes. My



best friend Colton, followed along with Reid, Max’s brother, goat tucked under his
arm and his nose scrunched up as if | was the animal, not the crazy mammal he was
carrying.

“Dude.” Max shook his head. “You stink.”

Colton winced as a piece of pizza, that had somehow found its way to my ceiling, fell
to the ground, narrowly missing his shoes. “Jason...”

“Guys!” | forced asmile. “I'm fine!”
“You're not fine!” Max yelled. “You're a pig in your own filth! You smell, your
house isamess, and | saw at least two good-sized rats leaving through the front door

— meaning you’ ve even managed to scare rodents! Pull yourself together!”

| burped. “Y ou gonna slap me now?’
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“Doit.” Colton crossed hisarms. “Or at least hose him off.”

“Please!” | shouted. “This from three happily married guys? Let me rot in my filth!”
“He' s drunk,” Max announced. “He didn’t even chase her!”

“What's the point?’ | felt the familiar sting of rejection hit me square in the chest.
“Things are better thisway.” | didn’t tell them that her car was gone; that when I'd
called her work the day after being arrested by my partner at the precinct, she' d taken
a week off. And when I'd stopped by her parents’, they’'d just given me a pathetic
look as if they hadn’t known what to say.

| should have gotten her number.

| should have run like hell.

“S0, go after her.” Thisfrom Colton.

“And say what? Choose me? Stay with me? She's left me twice, guys. She’'s not
coming back.”

Max sighed and kicked a box in my direction, then reached out and patted my hand.
Aw, he was comforting me. That was nice of him to—

“What the hell!” | screamed, as Max slapped me across the face twice, then pulled his
fist back asif he was going to beat the shit out of me.



“Get off your ass, or so help me God, I’'m calling your grandmother!”

“No!” | shot to my feet. “You wouldn’t.”

Colton shivered. “He would.”

“Jason?’ an elderly voice chimed in from the door. “ Grandma s moving in!”

My eyes widened.

“Those are your choices,” Max said, looking pleased. “Either you chase your woman,
or Grandmamoves in. We already packed her shit.”

“What?" Grandmayelled. “What was that, Maxy?’

“You look sofit!” He beamed.

Shedid alittle twirl, then put on her bright red lipstick. “I’ ve been dancing.”

“Oh, it shows.” Max winked.

| groaned.

“ S0, shall we help you shower, or are you and Grandma new roomies?’ Colton asked.

| glared at both of them. “ Shower. Now.”

“That’ sthe spirit!” Max clapped. “Let’s go get your woman!”
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chapter one

“When life gives you lemons — make beer! What? Y ou thought | was going to say
lemonade? Idiots. When one is down in the dumps and thinking of jumping off a
bridge, the very last thing that would help would be lemonade. Beer, on the other
hand? When has anyone ever regretted making beer? Or drinking it, for that matter?
That’swhat | thought.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Jason
Four weeks earlier

“That’ sthe fifth call thisweek,” | grumbled aloud, as| slowly got out of the SUV and
shook my head at the scene in front of me. Political signs had been randomly showing
up on people's yards. Normally, it wouldn’'t be a big deal since it was campaign
season.

But these signs were of Max Emory and his megawatt smile, with two thumbs way
up. And the tagline? I’m not running for anything. | just wanted a sign too!

With our damn luck, he was somehow going to get voted into office, and that would
be the beginning of the end. One day, mayor of the city, the next day President of the
United States. My body gave an involuntary shudder — God forbid. | needed a damn
piece of wood to knock on. Hell, make that a salt shaker and a freaking box of Lucky
Charms.



Grunting, | pulled the stupid sign out of the yard and tossed it into the back seat of the
still-running SUV.

My phone rang.

It was asif he knew.

Hebeing Max.

What did he do? Put tracking devicesin the signs? | was almost afraid to ask, because
the explanation would most likely be extensive, and | had a dinner date.

Correction, | had a hot dinner date.

With Blanche.

One of my grandmother’s best friends — the one who still miraculously had all her
teeth and only one hearing aid, bless her heart. | called her hot because she used to
give me Hot Tamales candy when | was a kid, and when my mouth burned and went
tingly all at once, she said that meant | was on a hot date.

Don't ask me how long | associated candy with hot girls. Let’'s just say the damn
woman classically conditioned me to salivate whenever a chick walked by. It took me
years to get over that embarrassing condition that my best friend Colton often told
kidsin our class was an allergic reaction to my own spit.

Asshole.

“Yeah?' | barked into the phone.

“You're moving my signs again,” Max said in a bored voice. He was the CEO of the



Emory hotel empire and clearly had way too much time on his hands. Recently
married, you'd think he’d be too busy to eat lunch, let aone put up signs ninety
minutes from his penthouse apartment in Manhattan.

“Max...” | prayed for patience. “...I’m an officer of the law. | deal with thugs, drugs,
prostitutes, and murder.”

“Y ou forgot speeding tickets.”

“Max... " | warned.

“Speeding is an offense too. So is stealing. What about the kleptomaniacs? They
don’t even get an honorable mention?”

“Why?" | pinched the bridge of my nose. “Why put up the signs? You do realizeit’s
awaste of my time and your money.”

He burst out laughing; it sounded more like an evil cackle. “That’'s funny — you're
funny. Y ou know that? Waste of money.” He continued to laugh. “And time? When
was the last time you had an arrest, Jason?”’

| clenched my teeth. “We had a streaker after the Y ale game last night.”

“You get shot?’

11 NO.H

He sighed. “ That’ s too bad.”
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“That I'm alive?’

A loud yawn echoed across the phone. “Anyway, enough of your life. It makes me
too depressed. Did you get all the signsyet?’

| glanced at the yards around me. “There are more?’
“According to my GPS, yes.”
“You’'re wasting taxpayers money!”

He was silent and then said very slowly, “Jason, you need to get the final sign. The
future of our very world depends on it!”

| climbed into my SUV and slammed the door. Sarcastic nightmare. “Goodbye,

Max.

“Yes!” heyelled. “Now you've got it. We'll be saying sayonarato the planet Earth if
you don’t go get that last sign.” He was exaggerating, being a pain in the ass, and
costing taxpayers money. The guy literaly just wanted to make a sign with his name
on it. Apparently owning the biggest hotel empire in the world wasn’'t enough — well
that, and he said he was going to make my life hell until | settled down and found
happiness, asif | wasn't already happy! | clutched my phone tightly, nearly breaking
itinhalf. 1 was DAMN happy. Damn it!

“Whereisit?



“How should | know? Do you really think | actually drive down there and put those
little suckersin the ground? | could get a sliver, and those little shits hurt.”

“The horror.”
“No...” he sighed, completely ignoring me, “...I pay my new assistant to do that
shit.”

Never thought I’ d feel so sorry for anindividual I'd never met.

“Okay fine, I'll tell you.”

“Wait, | thought you didn’t know.”

“I lied.”

“Max!” A headache was coming on aready; a Max-induced headache that |, and my
circle of friends, had nicknamed a Maxache. Nothing worked on it, not even the
strongest of drugs.

Alcohol took the edge off.

But being drunk at work was frowned upon.

“It'sasmall red house just off Main and First. You can’'t missit. There'saflagin the
front yard, waving proud the red, white, and blue. | swear it just evokes feelings of
patriotism.”

“The red house?” My stomach clenched. “With the flagpole and white porch?

“Hey!” Max said, alittle too cheerfully. “You know it, then?’



“Max.” Yup, definitely a Maxache. “What the hell did you do?’

“Do?’

“Shelives there.”

“She?’

“1 refuse to say her name out loud.”

“Ah, it's one of those Bloody Mary things, got it. All right then, have fun and take
some pictures of the sign. I’m working on my Twitter campaign this afternoon.”

“Go to Hell, Max!”

| hung up.
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And stared at the steering whes!.

The bastard was sneaky, 1'd give him that. He always came off as dightly stupid and
way too arrogant for his own good. But he was brilliant.

That, my friends, was the problem.

Nothing good came from a multimillion-dollar genius with unlimited resources and
time on his hands... A genius who just so happened to think playing with his friends
lives was an actual hobby.

It all started at my wedding last year.

A wedding, I’ll admit, Max saved me from.

A marriage from Hell would be a generous understatement.

He'd shown up, pretended to be my sister’s fiancé, helped Colton my best friend,
finaly see the light about my sister, Milo, and ended up amost drowning me in the
pool.

By the end of the weekend | had two black eyes, a limp, and on Sunday, woke up
drunk in a water fountain, with a frog sitting on my chest and a hangover that

pounded my skull for two straight days.

| still think he drugged me.



He still claims all whiskey tastes that funny.

Regardless, somehow that solidified his spot in our family. He went on a dating
show, compliments of my own personal revenge for nearly killing me, and 1'd been
biding my time until it al came back to haunt me.

Never in my wildest imagination did | think he would stoop this low, though.

Never.

With sweaty palms, | put the SUV in reverse, turned around in the subdivision, then
slowly crept along, prolonging the inevitable... when | would have to see Ethel.
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chapter two

“If something is easy, that means you didn’'t earn it. Wow, just went deep on you,
didn’t I’? Example: When getting the girl is easy — when the girl says yes right away
— wave your hand in front of her face. She may be blind, home skillet. If said girl
furrows her eyebrows, check her pulse. Can’'t find her pulse? Aw, bless your heart,
you've just hit on your first zombie. On atotally related note, the fate of the world is
now in your hands. Badass, if you ask me.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Jason

The small red house came into view. | narrowed my eyes as a bead of sweat ran down
my temple then slid into the collar of my shirt.

| pulled the safety off my Glock and slowly turned off the engine.

The sound of my feet hitting the gravel sounded like something out of a bad cop
movie. Dirt swirled in slow motion around my ankles as | took my first step. My
black shoes crunched on the remaining gravel as | made my way onto the small
innocent-looking sidewalk.

Crows circled above the house, asif they KNEW.

A golden retriever waltzed down the street then, swear on Max’s life, turned around
with itstail between itslegs.



The rocking chair on the front porch continued its back and forth motion as the screen
door burst open.

| fingered my gun as perspiration coated my upper lip.

“Ethel.” | said her name like the curse it was.

She sniffed the air then lowered her chin at me. “Jason.” Her floppy grey hair waved
in the wind as she peered over her thick, horn-rimmed glasses, her beady eyes seeing
right through me.

My finger twitched.

“What are you doing out in these here parts?” Wrinkled bits of her red mumu hugged
her calves; each time the wind picked it up, | caught sight of her pink fuzzy socks and

weathered brown Birkenstocks.

“Oh, you know... just checking on my favorite town folk.” | forced a smile, my eyes
grazing the lawn until they landed on the last Max sign.

Bingo.

Sadly, it was at least twenty feet away.

Closer to Ethel than me.

It may as well have been in the depths of Hell.

| wondered, in that moment, if it would be better to just run, or, knowing Ethel,

would she ssimply gallop after me, strike my head with a blunt object, and drag me
into her house?



The sign mocked me as it caught sunlight and gleamed in my direction. The picture
of Max appeared to be waving at me.

Sighing, | took a tentative step down the sidewalk. | wouldn't hear the end of it if

Ethel happened to venture out this afternoon to get her mail, spot Max’s face in her
yard, only to turn around and scream about the city’s inability to keep people off her

property.

Let'sjust say, if her house was on fire, the fire department would ignore the call.

lllegal? Yes.

Horrific? Absolutely.

Necessary? You. Have. No. Idea.

Ethel ran this neighborhood. Children whispered about her around the campfires, and
she’ d already forced two police chiefs into retirement — before the age of fifty.

“Say, Ethel.” | used a calm voice, one | saved for keeping people from jumping off
buildings and going splat. | held out my hands. “I don’t want any trouble. | just came

to grab anillegal sign off your property.”

“1f you were doing your job, it wouldn’t be on my property, now would it, Jason?’
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| bit back a curse. Damn it, Max! “Now, Ethel, you know | can’t sit out herein alawn
chair with a shotgun just waiting for trespassers.”

“Last police chief did.”
“He wasfired.”

She sniffed and looked away, crossing her arms. “Well, be quick about it, Jason. I'm
plucking a bird out back.”

| didn’t ask.

| wasn't afraid of her answer. | was terrified she'd actually show me, and I'd never
make it back to my SUV. They’'d discover my battered body years later, a look of
horror on my young face.

“Right.” Slowly, | inched farther onto her property. Sweat continued to pour down
my neck, soaking my shirt and making me curse the day police uniforms had been

made of such thick cotton.

“Who's Max?’ she asked, once my hands grazed the sign and pulled it up from its
spot right in front of her porch.

| looked at the sign, slowly backed away, and answered, “He's you, only male and
dlightly younger.”

“Sounds delightful!”



“You havenoidea.” | whistled low in my throat as | clutched the sign to my side and
monitored her for any sudden movements. She may look slow, but the woman used to
run track, so she knew how to run, and sadly, for those she chased, she rarely gave

up.
“Made some tea.” She sniffed, running her finger underneath her nose as if that was
supposed to make me want tea and not throw up over the fact that she was currently
examining something between her fingers and lifting it to her lips.

“Nope.” | held back agag. “I’'m alergic.”

“To tea?’ she asked, still holding her treasure between her fingers. Don't do it,
woman. Don’t do it!

It happened in slow motion, the moment where her fingers came into contact with her
mouth and that wicked tongue slipped out and... licked.

Damn those Cheerios I" d eaten this morning!

Gagging again, | looked away. | had to.

“You sure, Jason?’

“Positive.” | barked out a cough, my stomach heaving almost as much as my balls at
the seductive glance she was giving me. Backing up, my ass nearly collided with the

SUV.

Ethel put her hands on her hips and tapped her foot. “No more signs, Jason, or | ain’t
voting for you come next election!”

“Not running for mayor yet,” | said under my bresath.



“What was that?’

“l think the lawn is wet!” | chuckled loudly. “All righty then, see ya, Ethel. A
pleasure, as always.”

“Bite me,” she spat. She legitimately spat onto the front porch then turned around and
barreled back into the hole she’ d crawled out of .

My fingers dlipped on the ignition, twice, before | finally turned the key, started the
SUV, then peeled out from her driveway as if zombies were chasing me.

| drove in silence as my heartbeat slowly returned to normal, thank God. | was going
to kill Max — then kill him again, just to make sure he was dead.

But first, | needed whiskey.

Thankfully, my shift was done, and | could easily make my way over to the
restaurant, sit at the bar, and down a few shots before my dinner date.

The woman may have to be my DD with as much shaking as | was doing in that
damn SUV. How did Max even know of Ethel? It’s not like I’ d talked about my long-
time nemesis around the dinner table.

Maybe it had been Milo or Colt who’d blabbed about how Ethel had hated me since |
was born? She was the nurse who' d delivered me, and, shit you not, told my parents
that | was going to be atyrant because I’ d peed on her.

| was three minutes old, lady. Give me a break! Babies pee!

Correction: Not Max. Max’s first sentence was probably, “And they shall nhame me
Max, and | shall rule the world.”



“Aghhh!” | hit my steering wheel and then pulled into the parking lot of the
restaurant.
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chapter three

“Sometimes, | eavesdrop on conversations with my headphones on, you know, to not
appear suspicious, and listen to life. It's quite amazing what loose-lipped soccer
moms say when given seven shots of espresso and a baked good. My advice if you're
shit out of luck in the love department and need a little pick me up? The coffee shop
is a gold mine of information. Case in point, last year | learned how to stuff a turkey
and found out how to get wine out of a tablecloth, all because Molly was having a
bad day. Oh, and | got a free coffee for smiling at her. See? A smile: worth a
thousand compliments. Sometimes in life, you just need to pause, listen to other
conversations, invade, and make the world a better place, one yoga pants-wearing
soccer mom at atime.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Maddy

It had been a mistake, returning to New Haven. I’ d known that the minute the thought
crossed my mind. Heck, the minute | pulled into town it had taken every ounce of
strength | had to pass the first few stoplights and navigate the familiar route to my
parents’ house.

The oneright next to Jason Caro’s.

Thewindow | crawled into...

Thewindow | crawled out of...



The roof | got drunk on for the first time...

The mailbox | hit while driving Jason’ s truck...

Memories had full-on assaulted me while | made my way around the little
subdivision, but nothing was worse than seeing that driveway empty.

Because it was just another reminder that 1'd left him; that | was the one who had
freaked out, bailed, and run as fast as my legs could take me.

That driveway used to have his favorite red truck parked out front. He'd done all his
own detail work on it and, to this day, | was pretty sure there was still a black mark
on the cement where the exhaust had sputtered and stained.

“Maam?’ A deep male voice barked in my direction. “| asked if the Caesar salad
was gluten-free?’

| was at my new job.

Asawaitress.

Daydreaming about my best friend/ex-boyfriend from high school, and waiting on
people who paid more for a steak than | made in ayear. | was officially back in the
one place | couldn’'t leave fast enough. Well, that wasn't officially true. I'd left

because | had no choice, but still, nobody liked admitting defeat.

“Um, actually no.” | forced a polite smile and tucked my light strawberry blonde
curls behind my ear. “It has croutons, so that’s gluten.”

| bit my tongue to keep from blurting out that al bread has gluten unless it said
gluten-free. Maybe the diet was new to him.



The man’'s eyebrows drew together in a frown as he peered over his spectacles.
“Can’t you order gluten-free croutons?’

“We can...” | said helpfully, my feet aching from standing all day. | shouldn’t have
pulled a double shift, but | needed more money if | had any hope of moving out of
my parents house. “...but we don’'t have any available. I'm so sorry. Why don’t you

try the house salad? Or possibly the spinach with our house-made vinaigrette?’

“Well,” he tossed the menu in my direction, “that just ruins my whole meal. | was
hoping to enjoy a Caesar.”

| ground my teeth together before answering, “How about | just have the chef make a
Caesar without the croutons?’

“A Caesar...” the man repeated, low in histhroat, “...without croutons?’

You'd have thought I'd just told him to celebrate the Fourth of July without a hotdog
while | was running over the flag wearing an I-heart-Canada shirt.

“Oh, Pete.” The woman sitting opposite of him waved her heavily jeweled hand and
gripped her goblet. “You don’t need the carbs.”

“True.” His mood changed dramatically as he lifted his wine into the air and clinked
his glass against hers. “I’ll take the salad without croutons and the New Y ork sirloin,
rare, with mashed potatoes and the asparagus, please.”

She grinned her approval, her white teeth momentarily blinding me.

Blinking to regain my focus, | stared her down, waiting for her order.

“The same.” She nodded then held up her hand. *“ Except, no dressing on the salad, no



dairy in my potatoes, and make sure the meat is well-done.”
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That wasn't the same. At. All.

But again, | held my tongue. The last thing | needed was to get fired after a week on
thejob.

“Sure!” | nodded. “Got it.”

“Aren’t you going to write that down?’ she chuckled, mockingly.

“Great idea.” My lips were trembling from all the polite smiles | was trying to force.
For some reason, her talking down to me made my gut clench and emotion clog my
throat as | pulled out a pad of paper and scribbled down the order I'd aready
memorized.

It was demeaning.

It shouldn’t be.

But it was.

And | deserved it. I'd run away and never looked back. My gut clenched again. So
maybe | had looked back, but only because I'd had no choice. He'd left me no
choice...

But to run.

Right?



I’ d been so young. We' d both been.

| thanked them, walked off, and typed the order into the computer.

“Hey.” Liza dlipped by me carrying about ten empty beer bottles. They clanged
together, nearly tipping over, before she set down her tray and put her hands on her
hips. “You look horrible.”

“Gee...” my shoulders slunk, “...thanks. That’s just what every girl wants to hear on
a Friday night, just before al the rich people barge in and start complaining over the
fact that | didn’t give them a choice between still or sparkling water.”

Liza's blue eyes twinkled. “Cheer up. | just mean you don’t look like your normal,
peppy self.”

“When have | ever been peppy?’ | finished typing in the order and moved my head
back and forth to stretch my neck out.

“You were peppy in high school,” she pointed out while she dumped the beer bottles
into the recycling bin and wiped off her tray.

| let out a pitiful groan. “I was a cheerleader in high school, who thought the world
revolved around the next football game.”

“Correction.” Liza bent over and grabbed a pack of napkins then tossed them in my
direction. | ripped the plastic wrapping open while she kept jabbering on. “Y ou were
a cheerleader in high school who thought the world revolved around Jason Caro.”

My cheeks felt hot. “Shh... keep your voice down.”

“What?" She glanced around the empty hallway leading into the kitchen. “Y ou afraid



he' s going to hear you all the way on the other side of town? From the police station?
And the main office? With his door shut?’

| held up my hand. “Y ou’ ve made your point.”

Liza s easy grin didn’t help the nerves suddenly attacking every inch of my body. I'd
have to face him sooner or later. The town wasn’t big enough for the both of us.

Damn it.

Liza gripped my shoulders with both hands. “L ook at me.”

| glanced down at my black ballet flats.

“Maddy.”

Slowly, I lifted my chin, my gaze faltering as my lower lip trembled just dlightly. Age
had done areal number on my emotions. | could at least admit that much.

Sometimes, | still smelled his cologne. He'd always looked like he'd just stepped out
of a GQ commercial, so it only made sense that the man had worn Burberry.
Something that, even to this day, made my eyes mist over and my throat clog up with
emotion which, in turn, always made the peppy perfume-counter women think | was
having an allergic reaction to their spray.
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Nope, just having trouble traveling down memory lane since | bulldozed it then ran
over Jason, the equivalent of the perfect man, minus the whole accident-prone thing
he' d always had going on. Though I'd always been under the impression it had been
more his sister’s bad timing and Jason’ s bad luck.

“It’s okay to still think about him, you know. God only knows every other girl who's
ever seen that perfectly sculpted face has entertained similar thoughts. Then again,
maybe not every other girl, since you actually saw him naked.”

Because that was helpful.

Visions of hisabs clouded my vision until my chest hurt...

“What the hell are you doing?’ he growled against my mouth as | lifted his shirt
higher and higher, until bronze-muscled skin greeted my cold fingers.

“I"'m freezing.” | nipped his lower lip. “Warm me up?’
“Always.” He tugged his shirt from his body then removed mine.

“What are you doing?’ | burst out laughing while he continued to strip down to his
boxers then reached for my jean shorts.

His green eyes sparked with lust. “What? | thought you needed me to warm you up? |
may have been kicked out of Cub Scouts, but I'm pretty sure | got this shit locked
down. Skin to skin contact, the only way to save alife.”



“And my life needs saving?’

“Desperately,” he breathed, his hands making dizzy circles down my hips until |
bucked against him, my body craving more of him — always more.

“But your parents—"

“Gone. Weekend getaway.”

“Milo?

“Dead.”

“What?' | gasped.

“Chill,” he laughed. “She's with Colt at some weird Star Wars convention-party-
thing that | refused to dress up for.”

“S0...” My heart skipped in my chest. “...it'sjust you and me.”

“And the dog.” Jason nodded seriously. “But he swore to take all secrets to the
grave.”

| tilted my head in Ruff’ s direction. “Can we trust him?”’

“He put his paw across the Bible and then winked when | gave him a bone. | think
we're good.”

Laughing, | tugged Jason closer.

“I love you, Maddy. | alwayswill.”



“1 love you too,” | whispered.

“Your faceisreally red right now,” Liza pointed out.

“Sorry.” | shook my head. “Just... thinking.”

“About Jason?”

“Shh!” | waved my hands in front of me. “1 doubt he even remembers me. It was a
long time ago.”

Liza arched her eyebrows and then jutted out her hip. “Whatever makes you feel
better about leaving him high and dry that night.”

“With one of his best friends,”was the other part of the story she wasn't saying;
maybe for my sake, possibly for hers, since it was actually her brother who'd been
my ride out of town.
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Who'd helped melie.
And then insulted me straight after.
“Chin up.” She slapped her rag against the countertop. Droplets of water hit her black
pencil skirt. “And thanks for taking a double tonight. We would have been swamped

without you.”

“Of course,” | murmured, as | forced my thoughts back to the present. Another
waitress, Stella, ran around the corner, her eyes wide as saucers.

“Lizal” Stella s eyes watered as she glanced between the two of us. “ She's here.”
“She?’ | asked.

“Damn.” Liza scratched her head. Her sleek honeyed hair was pulled back into a
tight, low ponytail. “Marcusis sick, and she always requests him for her table.”

Stella nodded dumbly. Was she starting to cry? “What do we do?’

Whatever. I’ d dealt with the worst of the worst customers; nobody could be as bad as
Mr. Gluten-Free-Crouton man. “1’ll take the table.”

Stella paled.

| let out a non-committal shrug. “Guys, how bad can it be?’



“She set Marcus on fire,” Stellawhispered.

“Twice,” Liza added.

“Why?’

“Because she could.” Stella shook her head slowly then repeated. “Because she
could.”

Liza rolled her eyes. “Stop being dramatic. Maybe she'll take a liking to Maddy?
Either way, we have to serve her. It sthe law.”

“Great.” Stellarubbed her hands down her black knit dress. “1'll be sure to remember
that when | end up in prison because | strangled the old bat.”

As if on cue, a busboy rounded the corner, his cheeks red, his hands shaking. “Does
anyone have the right water for the witch? I'm pretty sure she thinks | just offered to
poison her.”

“Why would she think that?’ | asked, getting serioudly irritated with the snotty
customer I'd have to serve.

“Because she said so...” He gulped. “...after she spat it back in my face.”

“Oh, for the love.” | swiped some pink lip gloss across my lips, glanced at my
reflection via the window to make sure my wild hair was tamed, and straightened my
back. “I’ll take care of this. What table?’

“Six.” The busboy made a cross motion in front of his chest then lowered his head.
“Asin six-six-six, you know?’ He was either Catholic, or thinking of converting —
all because of some insane, needy individual who had a God-complex.



WEell, not tonight.

Because | wasin a hell of amood.

My feet hurt.

My heart ached.

And | couldn’t stop thinking of the only love I'd ever had — and lost. | took long,
purposeful steps toward the new table.

An ederly lady with gray hair was sitting regally with her chin lifted high, her
jeweled hands holding up a white napkin as if inspecting it, and her red lipstick
perfectly drawn across her pouty mouth. She looked to be around eighty, but | wasn’t

sure because of all the makeup she had on.

Her red dress wrapped tightly around a fit form, and her black shawl was snugly
circling her neck, falling over her left shoulder.

“Good evening,” | said in the bravest voice | could muster. “And welcome to Terra
I ) m_”

The young gentleman with her turned around slowly.

“J-Jason?’
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chapter four

“They call it ‘ablast from the past’ because most times, it feels like aliteral electrical
jolt to your heart. It's painful as hell, and somehow time even manages to slow itself
down just so you can feel that much shittier for that much longer. My advice? Y ou
see a blast, you run past the past. Feel me?’

~From Max Emory’ s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Jason

“What are you doing here?’ Regret mixed with heavy dread decided to pool around
my midsection, making me feel as if | needed to either hurl, or punch something.
Seeing her didn’t just fedl like shit — it was actual shit, as if someone had handed me
a branding iron and told me to stick it in my mouth and bite down until my tongue
fell off — that kind of shit.

“Um...” Maddy’s cheeks stained pink as she glanced between Blanche and me.

“We need water,” Blanche said in fast, clipped tones. “| prefer sparkling, but my date
likes his till.”

| stole a glance at Blanche. She'd never called me her date before, at least not out
loud, and | knew by the immediate horrified reaction on Maddy’s face that she'd

assumed the worst.

That | was Blanche's date, in every sense of the word. When redlly, all | did was keep



her company afew times a month when she was missing her husband because he was
on a fishing trip, or when she needed to fill me in on town gossip. I’d been sitting
here for mere minutes when she'd started drilling me about Max’s signs getting
posted everywhere.

My date reached across the table and gripped my hand in hers. “Isn’'t that right,
pumpkin sauce?’

| fought back the growl building in my throat as | squeezed back my words from
tumbling out of my mouth like gravel. “Right.”

“Okay.” Maddy swallowed, her strawberry hair bouncing along her smooth ivory
skin. Her perfume was the same, coconut-toasted something that made my mouth
water instantly. It's been said that scent is the strongest way to pull out a memory, but
when it came to Maddy, it had always been her lips.

| compared lipsto hers.

Mouths.

Shit. Who was | kidding? | compared every girl I'd ever kissed. And they always
came up short. It was always stupid things too, like her upper lip was too large, her
teeth too straight, too white. The closest I'd ever come to dating a girl seriously after
my failed engagement had been Jenna.

But that had gone to hell in a handbasket the minute | found out she’'d slept with
Reid, Max’s famous brother. No chance in hell was | going to be sloppy seconds.
Because, according to Max, once girls get with Reid, they either die unhappy and
alone — or build creepy incense atars in his honor, in hopes to somehow win him
back. Um, no thanks.



“Is there anything other than water that | can get you two?" Maddy’s blue eyes met
mine briefly before returning to the older woman.

Blanche being Blanche, tilted her head to the side and said, “An alcoholic beverage
would be nice, but the last young man who brought me whiskey didn’'t pour it
correctly.”

Asif it takes a PhD to pour two fingers of whiskey.

“Hmm, well how about | bring the bartender over here and—"

“Did | ask for the bartender?’ Blanche' s penciled brows shot up.

| leaned back and bit my tongue. She had never been prickly on date night, but it was
possible she knew the whole backstory with Maddy and me. After I'd gotten drunk
last year on New Year's, I'd begged Blanche for a “matronly kiss,” because
apparently — and thisis all coming from Max, who witnessed the entire charade —
that was all | was good for. Pleasing the elderly.

Oh, and yeah... Blanche had gone ahead and done just that... kissed my mouth.

Max claimed it was the best damn kiss he’ d ever seen.

Then again, Max has an actual bunker in his apartment for when the zombies attack
SO... grain of salt, you know?

Needless to say, Blanche hadn’t been afan.

“No, you didn’t ask for the bartender.” Maddy bit down on her lower lip.

| sucked in a breath and nearly choked on my tongue as | pounded my chest lightly



and looked away, fighting to keep my expression void of emotion.

She'd left me.

Abandoned me.
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And freaking accomplished it by getting into our mutual friend's Jeep with a wave
goodbye and parting words.

“One day you'll find someone who makes you happy. It just isn't me.”

“And asshat makes you happy?’ | pointed to Levi and shook my head, as his smug
reflection in the mirror challenged me to fight.

“He does.” Maddy nodded. “He makes me... feel things.”

“Fedl things?’ | scoffed. “What the hell, Maddy? | think any guy with working parts
can make you fedl things.”

“Other things,” she added quickly. “Inside.”
“You aren’'t making sense!”

“Look, he's really deep. We connect on a more...” she looked away, “...spiritua
level.”

“Bullshit! He thought church history was a class on fiction writing!”
“Hey!” Maddy shot me adefensive glare. “ That wasn't his fault.”

“Whatever.” | held up my hands. “Thisiswhat you want?’ | pointed at the brand-new
Jeep. “Then go. But | don’t want to ever see you again.”



“Finel”

“And Maddy?’ | yelled as she stomped off.

“What?’ Tears poured down her face, though she tried to wipe them away as fast as
possible with her hands.

“You're dead to me.”

My heart was dead. She'd stomped all over it, al over us, without so much as a
backward glance. | could still smell the fuel as he hit the accelerator. She’d never
looked back even once.

“Better make it atriple.” Blanche licked her lips, her saucy grin making my stomach
clench. “My boy’s had a rough night, and it’s about to get rougher.” Did she have to
wink?

| fought back a gag as Maddy paled and left our table.

“What just happened?’ | asked. “I think | blacked out for a minute.”

“1 told that no-good tramp that you’' d found greener pastures.”

“Let meguess.” | leaned forward and pointed at her. “ Greener pastures?’

“Guilty.” Another wink.

“Blanche, no offense, but I’ ve never seen your pastures, nor do | careto.”

“That’ stoo bad. Had myself three stallions on those pastures, not one complaint.”



“Were they blind? Deaf? Mute?’

“Hal” Blanche rolled her eyes then did a little jig in her chair. “No, they were men
when men were men, with callused hands and the ability to chop down any treein the
county.”

“Oh good, so they won prizesin your honor? How sweet. Tell me, did they eat all the
dessert at the pie-eating contest... or was that the next county fair over where you

were kicked out for roughhousing with the pigs?’

Blanche straightened in her chair. “My last husband was more reckless than the first

two.

“ And number four? How’ s he doing these days?’

She grinned. “He can still stir my pot, if you get my meaning.” Five more winks.
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“Stop.” | held up my hand. “I get your meaning without the winks, and sexual banter
with you makes me want to puke into my water glass.”

“So—" Blanche hacked out a cough loud enough to gain attention from people
around us.

“Are you still sick?” Concern laced my words, as my stomach clenched with worry.
“Did the doctor—"

“Says I'm fit as a fiddle.” Blanche waved me off. “So, as | was about to say, that's
the notorious Maddy, who stomped all over your heart and abandoned you, making it
so that you didn’'t have sex for two whole years until your best friend...” Her eyes
narrowed.

| sighed. “Best friend, Colt.”

“Ahal” She snapped her fingers. “The best friend that got you back on the donkey!”
“Or horse. Yeah, let’s go with horse.” | nodded. * Sounds better.”

“But you rode a donkey.”

“1 rode a donkey to prove a point then ended up falling on my ass at that same college
frat party, only to bump into a girl who was drunk and hot. Yes.”

“Too bad you're crap in bed, huh?’



“You really need to stop reading Max’s book. Nothing he says in that damn thing is
even remotely true.”

Damn Max for writing a bestseller on how to get women and what not to do.

Guess which part of the book I'm not in? No really. Guess.

Let's just say | had a brief moment where | thought of changing my name and
moving to Canada.

“You never did tell me, is it true you gave yourself two black eyes on purpose last
year so you wouldn’t have to look at that girl you almost married?”

“No,” | groaned. Would this day ever end? And why the hell was Max still involved
in my life when he lived an hour and a half away? Damn, it seemed the farther away
| lived, the more it encouraged him to keep in touch. “Milo gave me the black eyes.”

“Yes, your sister.” Blanch grinned and reached for my hand again. “Which basically
means you did it to yourself. What girl can hit you? You're two-hundred-twenty
pounds of sirloin steak, and she’s a buck-five, maybe.”

“Sneak attacks. Believe me.” | grunted as Maddy started making her way back to our
table. “Look, can we just get our meal to go? | don’t have the energy to deal with her
today — or you, for that matter.”

Blanche burst out laughing. “We could do things your way...” she nodded slowly,
“...or we can do them my way, and | guarantee you’ll have more than enough energy
by the time the night is through.”

“No.” | shook my head. “No, no, no! Whatever plan you have up there, you need to
abort.”



Blanche giggled.

“Abort!” | hissed. “Abort!”

“So, Jason,” Blanche said loudly, “tell me, how do you do that trick with your
tongue? Isit a secret? The girl down the street was asking me about it, and | said my

escort was too classy to tell any of histrade secrets.”

Holy. Hell.l rue the day | showed Blanche how to use Netflix.
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chapter five

“Winning is for winners. Losing is for losers. Simple concept, but many actualy fail
to understand the logistics. Take, for example, my friend Jason. He looks like a
winner, talks like awinner, even acts like awinner — most of the time, when he's not
sporting black eyes and limps — but he's actually a loser. And this, men, is where
you pay attention. He's a loser because if say... a certain past came back to haunt
him, he’ d open his arms and proclaim, “Welcome home! |’ ve been waiting.” Men, we
don’t wait. Ever. And if you are waiting, go look in the mirror, and say after me, “I
will not pull a Jason,” and repeat. Feel better? Good. Now go get your woman and
stop crying during ESPN. It’s pathetic.”

~From Max Emory’ s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Maddy

Escort? What? He fought crime during the day as a police officer and then at night
thought, “Hey, why not get more use out of those steel handcuffs?’

| tripped as the elderly lady lifted Jason’s hand into the air then kissed his palm...
ending it with agood lick.

Like an ice cream cone.

He looked stunned. But maybe that was part of his gig that he playacted to their
fantasies?



“Crown Royal on the rocks.” | set down their drinks and tried to appear cam, even
when the lady reached into her whiskey, fished the cherry out of her glass, and held
the stem between her teeth.

Jason stared at her, then at the cherry, then at me.

The woman cleared her throat.

Jason, very slowly and methodically, stood and hovered over the table, his hands
pressing on either side of her plate as his head bent down. He gripped the cherry
between his teeth and gave alittle tug.

And | felt that stupid tug all the way down to my toes, as a shiver wracked my body.

He' d aways had an amazing mouth.

A mouth that did very dangerous things, that made girls forget about things they
needed to remember.

“1 love it when you do that,” the lady sighed.

“And | love...” he stalled, then grinned wickedly, “pleasing you. And apparently
everyone else on Main Street.”

| coughed wildly, choking on my spit then cleared my throat.

“Oh.” The lady sniffed in my direction.

| fought the urge to sniff myself to make sure | didn’t smell.

“It's till here.”



“It,” | said with clenched teeth, “would like to take your order.”

“Dessert,” Jason piped up. “Two chocolate soufflésto go.”

“Oh, Jason.” She blushed. “How you tease.”

“Anything else?’ | just wanted to leave. This was not the Jason I'd left; then again,
maybe this was the new Jason, the Jason that I'd created because of my own
stupidity.

His green eyes briefly met mine. Emotion clogged my throat al over again, as| tried
to keep myself from checking him out. He was huge, like MMA fighter huge, with
muscles ready to burst out of his black button-up. One dimple — the dimple that
made almost every female in our high school swoon against their locker — appeared.
“No, Maddy, that will beall.”

Dismissed.

| hurried back to the kitchen, grabbed the stupid soufflés, and stomped back to the
table with their check.

“1 got this, pumpkin sauce.” The lady laid down a hundred-dollar bill and then eyed
me. “Keep the change. After dl, | think | owe you athank you.”

“Pardon?”’

“Had you actually stayed with our Jason, | wouldn’t have ever been privileged to
experience what he hasto offer. And honey, this man just gets better with time.”

“Okay, we should get you in bed.” Jason shot out of his chair.



The lady turned on her heel and glanced at me with a sad, yet dismissive, look. “It'sa
pity.”

“What is?” | just had to ask.

“Knowing what he used to be like, wondering how it could get any better, and then
realizing you’'ll never know.” She smirked, grabbed the box, and whispered, “Have a
good night.”
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chapter six

“Lifeisn’'t like a box of chocolates. Life is more like a cereal box full of grenades.
Y ou pick the colors you want and hope they don’t explode before you have a chance
to check the pin. But once you do, the relief and joy in that moment is incomparable
because you’' re suddenly the most alive you've ever been. Almost scary how much
sense it makes, isn't it?’

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Jason

“ S0, something you need to tell me? Y our best friend and confidant?’ Colt set alarge
coffee on my desk and waited, arms crossed, stupid grin on his firefighting face.

“Suck. Ass,” | replied, lifting my coffee to my lips and trying to block out the
memories from the night before. Curly hair, red lips — damn it! “And no, nothing to
tell.”

To say I'd dept like shit the night before would be a grave understatement. From my
disastrous dinner with Blanche — I'd spent the better part of the night tossing and
turning, aching with need, and waking up to find myself in a cold sweat — to hunting
down more signs a six in the morning. Because Max, after our conversation, had
decided to double his efforts within the last twelve hours. The guy was an enigma,
that was for sure.

A bored enigma.



“Interesting.” The chair creaked as he leaned forward. “Because word on the street is
that you were seen last night with Blanche—"

“Hardly acrime. She'snice.”

“She smells like Windex, but sure...” Colton drew out sure with a judgmental tone |
hated, but was used to. “And then you had arun in with—" He coughed.

“Really? Are we in high school again?’ | tapped my fingers against the keyboard in
an effort to ignore him. “And don’t you have firesto fight? Kittens to rescue?’

“People to shame,” he added with awink. “So, Maddy’s back in town.” He grabbed a
piece of paper and swiped one of my pencils. “How does that make you fed,
exactly?’

| grit my teeth. It was bad enough when | had to deal with Max’s stupid signs all over
the town, but it was worse when people knew my business and watched my every
move like | was a walking Netflix original. | prayed for someone to rob the bank so
I’d have areason to leave.

“It makes me fedl just fine,” | answered with a shaky breath. | wiped my face with
my hands. “Can we not talk about this? Ever?”’

“She was your only love,” Colt pointed out thoughtfully.

| eyed my sidearm and wondered how much damage | could do to his right bicep if |
skimmed the bullet a bit.

“First sex.” This part was said loud enough to gain the attention of the chief, and at
least three other officers, who all snickered to themselves.



“Get it out!” | spread my arms wide to anyone who would listen. “Yes, she was my
first everything, and now she’s nothing to me, you hear me? Nothing!”

The room fell quiet.

The front door of the police station closed.

And wouldn’t you know?

There stood Maddy. Holding a freaking sign that said, ‘Vote Max. I'm only running
because | wanted to make asign.’

Hell, at this rate, he was going to get voted president and create a national holiday
where everyone had to walk around without pants.

Cheeks flushed, she quietly dropped the sign onto the front desk and addressed our
receptionist, Darla. “| have a dozen more in my car. They were all over my front yard
this morning.”

Darla glared at me over her shoulder as if it was my fault Max wasn't in prison and
was free to actually make signs. She shook her head. “We're currently dealing with
the problem. Go ahead and talk to Officer Caro. Maybe more information will stop
this psychopath from littering the city,” she grumbled. And then, “ Should have never
let that man step foot in thistown.”

| could have sworn Chief said, “Amen.”

“And that’s my cue.” Colt waved me off. “After al, | have kittens to save.”

The bastard abandoned me to Maddy.



Gorgeous, curly-haired, blue-eyed, Maddy.
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Whenever I'd envisioned seeing her again, which was more often than I'd like to
admit, | always pictured myself winning.

| had a secure job that paid me well; I'd already had two promotions at twenty-seven,
was the most fit I'd ever been — thanks to my lack of sleep lately — and | still had
all my hair and teeth.

Bonus for me.

But Maddy?

She won by simply existing.

Her bouncy hair was like a breath of fresh air in that dim police station. Her small
white teeth bit down on her bottom lip, as her blue eyes raked me over with
skepticism.

She was wearing black yoga tights and a tank top that said, “Will work out for wine.”

“Have aseat,” | said, voice hoarse.

She pulled out a chair, just as | grabbed my pad and pen. The silence in the office was
deafening asif everyone was waiting for me to do something stupid.

| drummed my fingertips against the table then abruptly stood. “Why don’t we do this
over coffee down the street? I'm fresh out, and if | have to sit and take notes about
more damn signs, I’ m going to lose it.”



She opened her mouth, probably to object, but | wasn't used to regjection.

Not redly.

The only woman who'd ever accomplished it was most likely hell-bent on doing it
again. Thistime | wasn't going to let her. It was just coffee.

| marched toward the door.

Thankfully, she followed.

Side by side, we walked down the street. The summer air felt oddly brisk, and the
wind picked up enough to sting my cheeks. | should offer her a coat.

But I’d left it at the office.

And | wasn’t feeling very giving in that moment.

The last time I’ d seen this woman, she' d rejected me.

Rejected us.

Our future.

More silence as we walked to the local Moxie Coffee. | put in my order and looked
down at her.

She ordered a black coffee.

| paid for both and then sat down.



Again, shefollowed.

| wasn't used to her being this silent.

Things between us had been anything but.

We'd gotten detention so many times in high school for being anything but, that
eventually they just started sending us together, mainly because we were aways
talking and joking around. It drove our teachers crazy, even though | was sure they’d

thought it was cute that we were so close.

It was rare to fall in love with your best friend and next-door neighbor at the age of
eight and then propose to her on the day of your high school graduation.

But sheisit for me.
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Always has been.

Alwayswill be. Damn it.

| shoved the thoughts aside and tried again. “ Address?’
She hesitated, causing me to look up.

“Um...” she tucked some of her curly hair behind her ear, “...you realy don’t
remember?’

“It's been close to ten years,” | said dryly. “How would | know where you live?’
“Because | live across the street from your parents old house.”
| nearly choked.

My parents old place? Where | was currently staying, and remodeling, while they
vacationed in Arizona for three months.

“Right.” | jotted down her address by heart. “ So, they were on your parents' lavn?’
Her teeth clenched. “Yes.”
“Twelve, you say?’

11 Y%.”



“Were they placed in any intricate design?”

Her brows furrowed. “What do you mean?’

“Circles, sguares, penises—"

“You'rekidding.”

“I wish,” | grumbled. My chest felt tight, my coffee was too hot, and my uniform was
beginning to itch. “ So, any designs?”’

“No design,” she said in asmall voice. “I mean, there could have been. | wasn’t really
paying attention. One of the signs did have one of those flyers about High School
Reunion Weekend, but that wasiit.”

High School Reunion Weekend.

| shuddered.

| planned on being knee-deep in sawdust during that hellish weekend, where every
happy couple from high school showed off their rings, cars, babies— No, thank you.

“All right.” | scribbled down more information. “| guess that’sit.”

She nodded slowly. “I guessitis.”

Our gazes locked.

| didn't want to feel attracted to her, but it was impossible not to. She was more

beautiful than the day she'd left. | tried to hold onto my hurt, but instead of building
more hate, al | kept thinking was, How isit possible that she's prettier?



“You look good, Jason.” She stood and grabbed her coffee cup. “It was...” her eyes
glanced away, “...it was nice talking to you.”

Bullshit. That wasn't talking, that was a painful blast from the past.

| forced myself to stay calm even though my heart was racing to run after her, tell her
that | still felt... What for her?

Love?
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Possibly.

Or maybe it was just a shit-ton of regret.
And pain.

That it had been so easy for her to leave me.

When | still wasn't capable of giving my heart to anyone else but the person who'd
run away withit.

“Let me know if you get any more signs, all right?” Was what | said, when my mind
screamed to tell her I'd missed her, to ask her why, to beg her to apologize, to see
where this could lead us, to ask why she was back in New Haven.

“Yup.” She waved and walked away.

The motion was so familiar.

The sight of her back.

The way she braced herself against the wind.

It was what haunted me at night.

The way she held herself so royally, while breaking my fucking heart.
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chapter seven

“When faced with the Ghost of Christmas Past, your best bet is to just nod your head,
smile, and apologize. Always apologize, because everyone has a past, and about 99%
of us, upon reflection, should realize we're in a shitty position because of the shitty
choices we made back then. So yeah, you apologize, and then you look toward your
future. And if that doesn’t work, you day drink.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Maddy
“Weéll, that was painful,” | grumbled over the phoneto Liza.

“Don’'t be dramatic. I'm sure it was fine. Looks good, doesn’'t he? I'd lick his biceps
if he'd let me.”

| rolled my eyes. “Apparently, he only dates the elderly now.” | thought back to last
night and the woman who looked like she couldn’t wait to get him home for dessert.
Not only had he grown into his good looks in a way that gave normal women heart
pal pitations — but his intense gaze was still the same, always the same, asif he could
see the depths of your soul.

The only thing missing had been a smile.

| swallowed the knot in my throat when | realized he hadn’'t even realy made eye
contact; | may as well have been invisible.



And the crappy part was, | deserved it — and more.

She choked out a laugh. “The rumors aren’'t true. He's just a do-gooder. He's not
really prostituting himself out to Blanche, or any other old woman for that matter.”

| wasn't so sure.

His stone-cold expression hadn’t cracked once.

No regret had filled his eyes.

All business.

| bit down on my lip and jerked open the door to my Ford Focus, a gift once I'd
graduated college. | sighed. Four years and a hundred grand later, and what did | have
to show for it?

A waitressing job.

And adegree | no longer wanted to use.

I’d hated it.

Hated living in the city.

Hated the noise.

And the fact that it was nearly impossible to make it work on such a low starting
salary as an editor.

I’d shared a small apartment, rented out what looked like a closet, paid out over two



grand a month for the stupid space, and barely had any money left over to do
anything else by the time | paid for surviving. So, when the publisher | worked for
went under...

| had no savings.

Nothing.

Nothing to help those | loved most. My chest squeezed.

| was forced to move into my old bedroom, the same bedroom that had band posters
and old pictures of Jason and me.

It waslike living in an actual Hell of all the reminders of why I’d left in the first place
— and whom I’ d left behind.

“You still there?” Lizawhispered. “Either you blacked out, or | was talking to myself
for a solid four minutes while you stared at the police station. Oh no, tell me you

aren’t standing outside his work and stalking him.”

| started my car. “I’m not outside staring at the police station, just... thinking.”
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She whistled. “WEell, can you think out loud so | know what’ s going on?’
“He hatesme.” There. I'd said it.

She huffed. “He doesn’'t hate you. He'sjust... bitter.”

“Bitter,” | repeated with an exhale. “Well, he has reason to be.”

“You left with his best friend — with my asshole brother — the day after he asked
you to marry him.”

“Yeah...” Where was wine when | needed it? “But it’s been ten years, and let’s not
forget that in that time, he got engaged and almost married—"

“Don’'t say it. Don't say her name. It gives me hives.”
| shuddered. “Remember her in high school 7’
“1 try not to think about her or high school — that, too, gives me hives.”

“She was the worst,” | admitted. “Seriously the worst. So passive-aggressive and
just... Ugh, the fact he even dated someone that selfish and crazy isjust... wow

“Trick pregnancy nails those hometown boys fast,” Lizasaid, just as a cry sounded in
the background. “ Gotta go. Number two’s up.”

The woman numbered her children. | grinned, said my goodbye, and tried not to look



at the police station as | drove by; just like | tried not to stare at his parents house
when | pulled into the driveway and turned off the engine.

So many memories filled the space between our homes.

It was unfair.

My mom opened the front door and waved at me with an oven mitt.

Everything was the same.

And yet.

Everything had changed.
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chapter eight

“Sometimes, the best moments in life are counted by the number of steps you take in
the wrong direction. Trust me. My friend, Jason, has been walking in the wrong
direction along-ass time. Last time | counted his wrong steps, | fell asleep. The point
Is this, his bad choices remind me to make good choices. What else is friendship for?
Count your friends' mistakes — and consider yourself lucky they aren’t yours. Oh...
and his name is Jason Caro. Check the spelling and check out his Instagram. Dude’s
like one more failed relationship away from buying a house full of cats and just
sitting in his sadness.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Jason

He was back.

| wasn't sure how | could tell, or the exact moment | knew it. Maybe it was when my
balls tingled, when a cold sweat started to break out on my forehead, or, possibly,
when | tried to get into my truck only to see that someone had deposited another fifty
signsin the back.

But my body knew.

The universe was screwed.

And so was the town of New Haven.



“1’ve been watching you,” Max said from behind me.

| looked up to the sky and prayed for a lightning bolt.

Thunder.

A bee.

At this point, | would take anything.

Slowly, I turned. “Max.”

“Jason.” He grinned.

| hated how good-looking the guy was. | hated how many women fell all over
themselves because they thought he was hilarious and hot. And | really despised how

his rabid fans had been nothing but encouraged by his damn book and tweets.

The amount of dating advice that had been sent to me viathe internet from his helpful
fans was aarming.

I’d changed my email at least once every two months.

And my cell number.

WEeéll, let’s just say each time Max discovered the new number, he felt the need to
tweet it into the universe,

He was “doing me afavor,” you see.

By tryingto help me, “find awoman.”



“Impregnate her.”

And, “liveon afarm.”

His words.

His plans.

The man needed a keeper.

Y ou want to see what money and boredom do to someone? Look no further than Max
Emory.

“What do you want?’ | crossed my arms and waited.
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He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, a rarity from his usual business attire while
running his empire from the city.

“World domination,” his answer.

“You any closer than last week?’

He just shrugged. “I’ m optimistic.”

“How’s Reid.”

“Still famous.”

“And you?’

He grinned. “ Still rich. Hey, | get voted mayor yet?’

“First off—" | jabbed my finger into his chest. “—stop putting signsin peoples’ yards
before | arrest you. Second, the chief said you step foot into his town again, and he's
throwing you in prison—"

“I’m too pretty for prison.”

“I’ll rough you up a bit to make sure you don’t become someone’s bitch. How’ s that
sound?’

He nodded with a grin. “Somewhat exciting and violent. | may take you up on that.



I’ ve never been roughed-up by a cop before. Oh look, agun. Can | hold it?’

| squeezed my eyes shut and prayed for patience. “Again, what do you want?’

He opened his mouth, but before he could get anything out, | interrupted. “Other than
world domination and a house built out of Oreos.”

He frowned. “It’s Nutter Butters, dumbass, and I’ m here for the reunion.”

“My reunion?’

“Duh.” He said it like | should know his reasons for attending a reunion he hadn’t
even been invited to. “I thought you might need a wingman.”

| snorted out a laugh. “Y ou’ re the worst wingman in the world. If | need a wingman,
I’ll grab Reid or Colt. The last time you tried to be my wingman, | ended up passed
out in the dessert with a padded bra on and no recollection of the night before other
than lipstick stains around my—"

“I"'m hurt! Y ou said that was the best night of your life!”

“l was drunk! And | think you drugged me. Either way, you gave out my phone
number to at least fifteen strippers, al of who text me, to this day, to make sure |
don’t need any more help getting it up.”

Max just grinned. “I told them you had limp dick from trying to shoot a spider that
had invaded your house, but because your dick was blocking the way, you hit it
instead. It's a compliment. Not many people can brag about hitting their own dick
while trying to point and shoot!”

| started sweating immediately. “Max, I’m only going to say this one more time. Go



home.”

“Home iswhere the heart is.” He grinned. “And my heart feels so warm and comfy...
here. Plus, Becca s family lives here, and it’s so close to the Fourth of July... why not
roast some dogs? Shoot the shit?”

“Oneday.”

“What?’

“One day, before you end up in prison.”

Max chuckled, then walked around the side of my truck. “Have a little faith. Let's
go-”

Why is he getting in my truck?

“Max,” | growled.

“What?" His innocent expression was starting to give me heartburn. “1 let Becca take
my car to spa day with her mom. Aren’t you happy | cleared my schedule for you?’
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“Thrilled,” 1 said through clenched teeth. “But I’'m on the clock, so | can't entertain
you. Go exist somewhere else, like Starbucks or something!”

“Can’'t.” Hisfacefdl. “1’m banned.”
“There’ s more than one Starbucks.”

“Oh, | meant I’'m banned from all of them.” He just shrugged. “Can we get a cop car
and turn on the siren?’

| got in the truck and slammed the door shut. “No.”
“Can we go on a chase?’

“No.”

My head throbbed.

“Embark on an exciting sting operation? Shoot some caps into some asses?’ He
looked absolutely pumped about the idea.

“We...” | said the word with disdain, “...won’t be doing anything. I’m dropping you
off at the house and forcing you into slave labor; then I’'m working for at least four

more hours. Hopefully by then, your wife will be back.”

“About that...” Max examined his hands. “They’ re gone for the weekend so...”



| started the engine and peeled out of my parking spot so fast | nearly took out
Blanche who was crossing the street with one of her friends. She looked briefly at my
truck and flipped me off then blew me akiss.

Max frowned. “ Silver fox. | dig it. Where you been hiding her?’

“Not. Another. Word.” | hissed out, already exhausted from how much he talked.
Silence was not in Max’s vocabulary. Once, he went to the library and found every
dictionary in order to cross out the very word. He literally didn’t acknowledge it as
part of the English language.

Hello, pounding headache.

Goodbye, peaceful life.

It wasn't until | was back at my parents house, dropping Max off, that my chest
started to tighten even more.

Because there she was.

In the backyard.

Our backyard.

Playing with awater gun and giggling.

With afamiliar looking little girl.

My gut clenched.



She had the same reddish-blond curls.

Same smile.

| closed my eyes.

“You okay?’ Max followed my line of site and was actually quiet for a good three
seconds before saying, “You didn’t tell me you had a daughter.”

“OUT!” | roared.
For once in his miserable life, Max listened. He hopped out of the truck and made his

way into the empty house, while | gripped the steering wheel behind two sweaty
hands and watched the girl play.
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chapter nine

“The only true way to gain the upper hand — isto take it. | mean, that’s what hands
are for, right? Taking? Shaking? What the hell have you been doing the whole time?
Oh | see, you were waiting for an invitation, weren't you? Sigh.

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Maddy

“Hey.” | walked into the kitchen where my mom was currently baking bread and
humming to herself.

Her hair had streaks of grey through the blond, giving it asilver hue when she moved
into the light. Her lips pressed against each other then rubbed as if she was trying to
figure out a problem, al before she dumped more flour onto the dough she was
kneading.

“Is Dad home yet?’

“Working late again,” Mom said without looking up from her masterpiece. “We'll
just eat later, okay?’

| gave her asilent nod.

Then exhaled.



Then did it again.

Until, finally, she glanced up at me and smiled. “Did you need something else?’

“l saw Jason Caro.”

“You mean, last night?’ She stopped kneading altogether.

| had her full attention, probably because Jason had been like a son to her. When | left
him, a part of her had broken too, because | was choosing the opposite of what she,
and the rest of the town, had planned.

Y et another reason to run.

When you weren’'t in control of your own life, it seemed like the safer optionto runin
the opposite direction of what was killing you — and pray it wasn't too late to be
saved.

“This morning...” | stared at the little specks of flour, wondering how long it would
take to count them, and if it would calm me down more than the nice long jog | had
planned before work. “...at the police station.”

“Why were you at the police station?’

“We had weird signs in our yard, and it's been on the news that you need to report
them. Some sort of stupid high school prank. | thought | was just dropping them off
and then found out he's heading the whole thing and...” One thing led to another, he
hates me, ignored me for the most part, and looks like a sex god. No big deal.

“...anyway, | saw him. That'sall.”

“l see.” She rounded the table and crossed her arms. “Do you still have... feelings for



him?’

| rolled my eyes. “Mom, it was over ten years ago.”

“Right.” She winked. “Oh, and this came in the mail for you. Y ou should go.”

| knew what it was.

I’ d been getting them every month leading up to July.

High School Reunion Weekend. Starting the very next day. They even had a Slip N
Slide.

Hard pass.

The last thing | wanted to do was go to my reunion atotal failure, while everyone else
had a house, new cars — familiesto call their own.

A giggle hit my ears and then another, as the back door opened, and Anabelle ran
through. “Y ou’ re home!”

| gathered her into my arms and kissed the top of her curly head. “Of course, |
couldn’t miss out on the water gun fight!
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She burst out laughing then wrapped her scraggly arms around my neck. “Y ou always
keep your promises.”

My heart clenched as | looked over her small frame to my mom, while she wiped a
tear from her eye and continued making her bread.

“I try,” | whispered, all the while thinking, | try and | fail. All | do is fail, especially
when it comes to Ana. “Come on, let’s go get your swimsuit on.”

“Yay!” she squealed, whizzing past me and up the stairs.

Suddenly feeling older than my twenty-seven years, | took the stairs slowly,
memories of making out with Jason on the third one haunting me. The creak on the
tenth one was a reminder of all the times he'd tried to sneak back out the front door

after spending the night.

And then the top landing where he'd stopped so often to pull me in for a kiss before
descending.

Ten years, and | was a shell of my former self.
Ten years, and the hungry taste of his mouth still haunted me.
“You coming?’ Anacalled from inside her room.

| took a deep breath and pasted a smile on my face the same way |’ d been doing since
| drove away from him and left my heart on his front porch.
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chapter ten

“You'll know the universe is at odds with you when you turn out like Jason. When
birds shit on you and nothing else around you. When ladders collapse, cracks really
do break your back, and a thundercloud follows you around for a day (swear on
clouds everywhere, this actually happened; the local meteorologist quit after not
being able to figure out how or why). Maybe if these things start happening... you're
doing life wrong? Hell you're doing it all wrong if you've got a freaking
thundercloud over your head for twenty-four hours, and experts scratch their heads.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Jason

It took five seconds for the universe to kick back into gear. It seemed whenever | was
around Max — or my sister, for that matter — something happened to my molecular
structure.

Every cell in my body shook with terror — in preparation for the other shoe to drop.

Somehow Max and Milo had turned into a curse to my body; | rarely escaped one of
them without some kind of bodily harm.

And when they were together?

It was as if my body almost completely shut down right along with my brain. Maybe
it was a self-defense mechanism. Maybe they both really were cursed, but | knew it



was going to be along four hours.
And that, at the end of it, | wouldn’t be surprised to end up in the hospital. They knew
me by first name there, not because | was a well-known cop, or even because it was a

small town.

No, they’d known me by first name after the fifth Max incident. The one where he
glued my hand to my peniswhile | was passed out.

Gorilla Glue is not meant to adhere to skin, especially skin that was used to more...
sensitive loving.

My balls tingled.

Shit.

| was going to end up dead one of these days.

It had taken forever to outlive the, “Oh hey, you' re Dickhand!”

The name Max had given me the minute they checked meiin.

And sinceit was Max...

It had stuck.

Right along with my left hand.

| turned down the street and slammed on my brakes as a cat tried to cross the road.

The liquid from my morning coffee somehow sloshed out of the cup — even though
there was alid — and went flying into my face.



Cold. Wet. Coffee.

| closed my eyes briefly, grabbed a napkin from my console, and wiped my face, then
tossed it into the empty seat next to me.

The coffee spill was just a coincidence.

| pulled into my usual parking spot on the street outside the department and opened
my truck door. Just then, a bus honked in my direction. | leapt back onto my seat and
watched in horror as my mirror and door were amputated.

The bus driver flipped me off in the rearview mirror.

“Unbelievable!” | roared. My door was gone. MY DOOR!

At least | wasn't injured.

It could be worse.

This... thiswasjust bad luck mixed with fleeting thoughts of a girl with bouncy curls
and the one who' d birthed her.
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Had he dlept with her, then?
And later dumped her?
| bit down hard on my lip as | walked into the station. People waved and nodded as |
weaved my way to my desk and plopped down. | had scooted toward my desk when

the legs on my chair somehow gave out, dropping me to the floor like a bag of bricks.

| sat in my own disappointment and annoyance for a solid minute before standing up
and kicking the broken chair away. “Piece of shit.”

“Maybe cut back on the donuts.” Mendoza grinned as he took a huge bite of his sub
sandwich.

| glared. “Did you do this?’

“Funny as hell, but sadly, no. Though, we did have a chair guy come by while you
were gone. Said the chairs needed to be checked.”

| stared. He couldn’t be that dumb. “A chair guy? Since when have we ever needed a
chair guy?’

“He'slegit. | looked him up.”
This was the problem with technology. Max, in al his boredom, could build a fake

website in seconds. Hell, he probably did it with his phone behind his back while
Mendoza questioned his legitimacy.



| paced around my desk, irrationally angry and extremely paranoid that if | opened
any drawer, something was going to jump out at me; or worse, that Max had found a
way to shrink himself into mini Maxes and packed them into my drawer in order to
stop my heart.

Because it would.

Multiple Maxes would straight-up kill me dead.

You'd find my body on the floor, face frozen in terror as if that chick on The Ring
had just crawled out of the TV and tried to lick my face.

“You're jumpy.” Mendoza took another huge bite out of the sub, mayo spotting the
corner of his mouth. “More jumpy than normal.”

“1 have amenace on the loose,” | said under my breath. “Color me normal.”

“Menace? Who?’

“Don’t worry about it.” Serioudly, don’t. The more | thought about him, it seemed the
more the universe took control.

| very camly walked back around to my desk, pushed my chair out of the way, and
grabbed my empty coffee mug — only it wasn't empty like | thought; instead, it
tsunamied over the brim and seared my hand so hard | yelped and dropped it on the
floor.

“Thisisn’t your day, man. Go home.” Mendoza looked concerned, as | held my hand
and swore. “| think the chair guy freshened everyone's coffee. Nice guy.”

“So. Nice.” | clenched my teeth and my still-burning burned hand. “1 think | will take



the afternoon off. Call meinif you need to.”

Mendoza gave me a two-finger salute as | camly walked out the door, holding my
hand together as the fires of hell burned around my fingertips. Just how hot was that
coffee? | made it to my truck, the one missing the door, and kicked the tire over and
over again, until, with one last wallop, | led with the top of my foot, rather than the
heel or point.

Something crunched.

It wasn't Max eating Pringles behind me.

It was my toe...

Dying aslow painful death asit swelled inside my boot.

“Could this day get any worse?” | yelled. Just then, fierce rain began to fall to the
cadence of thunder booming in the clouds. “Never mind.”

| jumped into my truck, started it, and suffered through ten minutes of extreme
paranoia— not to mention pain — as | made my way back to the house.

| killed the engine and winced as my toe continued to throb. | needed to pull off my
boot and see the damage, but the thought of looking at blood had me queasy. | limped

toward the house and then paused, hearing laughter.

Of the Max variety.
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It was coming from the neighbors'.

Dread pounded into my soul as feminine mirth joined with Max, and then | closed my
eyes, as the pain seemed to increase tenfold.

“Jason!” Max called. “You said four hours! It’s barely been one!”
“You can count,” | said without turning around. “ Shocked.”

“I'm ignoring that insult!” Max yelled. “It wasn’'t even a good one. You're losing
your touch, Jason.”

| gave my head a shake and kept limping.
“Holy shit, what did you do?’ His voice was closer.
Footsteps sounded.

And then | realized my fate. | was too injured to run to the door and lock it behind
me, making me officially the baby turtle crawling across the sand toward the ocean.

And Max?

The giant dumbass bird was seconds away from sweeping my shell away and
devouring me whole.

“Hey, wait aminute.” Max grabbed my shoulder and flipped me around.



| let him, because fighting just seemed like another way to somehow get hurt, and
with my current luck, | could see myself flailing backward and becoming concussed
across the gravel by the one rock big enough to do any bodily harm.

“Did you get shot?’ He frowned down at my foot.

Maddy and the little girl followed behind Max a few feet, but kept somewhat of a
distance.

There may as well be a chasm between us.

“1 didn’'t get shot,” | grumbled.

Max’s eyes narrowed. “ So then, why are you limping?’

“People limp,” | said defensively.

“Old people with arthritis, maybe. And though you are getting up therein age...”

| glared.

He just kept talking. “...I highly doubt it's because you have arthritis in your foot.
WEell, let’s have alook.” He snapped his fingers.

| glanced around me. “What do you mean, let’s have alook?’

Max actually looked offended. “1I’m going to see if you sprained your foot. It's what
best friends do.”

“You're not my best friend.”



“You say that all the time, and why? We' re spending the weekend together!”

My ears started to ring. “I’m sorry. Did you say weekend?”’

“Didn’'t | mention that before? The whole spa thing is for the weekend, some sort of
girls’ trip. Milo and Jordan went too, so it’sjust us guys.”

“Us. Guys,” | repeated. “Y ou, me—"

A Town Car pulled up to the house.
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Reid and Colt jumped out and made their way toward us.
| blinked. “Max...”

“Take off the damn boot already!” He gave me a little shove. “I want to see what
we're working with.”

“We' re working with nothing. Y ou aren’t a doctor.”
“No, but he played one at drama camp one time,” Reid felt the need to say.

| sent him a seething look that did nothing to force him to back down; if anything, it
was as if my anger encouraged Emorys, no matter which one.

“What' s wrong with hisfoot?’ said Reid.

“Why even ask? It’'s Jason we're talking about here. He gets injured by breathing.”
Colt chuckled.

| grit my teeth. “That was one time, and the doctor said it could happen to anyone!”

“l Googled it,” Max said helpfully. “It happens to llamas and those dodo birds, the
really stupid ones.”

| squeezed my eyes shut and prayed for patience.

“You get shot?’ Reid asked.



| shoved Max away and started limping toward the door. “You guys can stay with
Colt. Consider this house closed to visitors.”

“Actualy...” Colt cleared his throat. “—my parents said no.”

| hung my head. “What are you? Twelve? Y ou asked your parents?’

“They said last time Max—"

“Hey! Y our mom enjoyed that massage immensely!”

“Enough!” | yelled. “Just ENOUGH!” | spread my arms wide and turned just in time.
“My damn foot feels like it's going to fall off, my truck is missing a freaking door,
and | just want to lie down in silence for afew minutes! | don’t care where you guys
go, or what you do, just leave me the hell aone!” The moment | said it, | knew
something bad was going to happen.

| didn’t, however, think it would be as severe as it was.

A crackle of lightning lit up the sky.

And then, another lit up my body.

The last thing | remembered was severe pain in my right arm, and a wave pulsing

through me, before | fell to the ground and looked up at my friends' shocked
expressions then closed my eyes.
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chapter eleven

“Dating is an awful lot like jumping off a cliff. Okay, it's worse than that. But the
cool thing is, there’s nothing really to be afraid of once you jump — except for the
lingering fear that you timed it wrong, or you may land on glass. Yeah that would
suck — but really, anxiety leading up to the big jump is always the worst part and the
landing? Never as violent as it usually seems — unless you're Jason, then you can
count on landing in the one shark with his mouth wide open. Poor bastard. Point is,
what’ s the point in living, if you aren’t willing to jump at least once in your life? Ask
her out. Ask him out. Tell the barista she's pretty. Just do it already and stop dicking
around.”

~From Max Emory’ s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Maddy

It all happened so fast.

One minute, Jason was being a jackass.

And the next minute, the sky was handing him his ass.

| gasped as he fell to the ground, and every single video I'd seen in science class
came crashing down around me.

People could die from cardiac arrest.



They could go blind.

My mind surged forward with all the bad things that could happen, and before | knew
it, I was running toward Jason while Max hovered over him and started doing chest
compressions.

“Is he okay?’ Please be okay; please be okay. So many words were left unsaid
between us, things that needed to be dealt with. | would never forgive myself if
something happened. “ Jason!”

He wasn’t making any noises.

Max’s worried expression met mine. “Can you do CPR? | think he'd rather wake up
to your lips than mine. Though, tough call.”

“Hurry up!” Colt yelled.

| dropped to my knees and, with shaking hands, gripped his head on either side, then
pinched his nose, and breathed into his warm, sexy mouth. The feel of his stubble
against my chin made my body react so violently | ended up gasping, sucking his air
rather than giving.

“That’snot CPR,” Max said under his breath as he started chest compressions again.

Jason was going to die, and it would be all my fault because | was too distracted by
his mouth and the hair on his face. Really?

| tried again, this time focusing on his mouth, on giving him the air he needed.
Suddenly, he made a noise, and then his eyes opened.

They locked onto me like a laser beam. My mouth was inches from his before he



closed hiseyes again as if he'd passed out.

“Keep going!” Max yelled.

S0, | leaned in again, only to have Jason wrap his arms around me. He deepened the
kiss, diding his tongue past my lower lip so fast | didn't even have time to react,
except to kiss him back.

And kiss him back hard.

Jason had always been a good kisser. Where most high school boys thought the more
saliva and tongue the better, Jason kept his passion in check when needed and always
made me cry out for more.

Ten years, and his kiss hadn’t gotten worse.

No, it had gotten better.

He was all smooth velvet, tasting me, making my body hot al over as his lips moved
across mine, covering my mouth, claiming it.

And then he pulled back and smiled.

“You pulled a Sandlot, you sy fox.” Max grinned and then looked down at Jason’s
injured foot. “Holy shit, we need to get you to a hospital.”

Jason shook hishead. “I'm fine, | swear.”
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“Um...” Max started gagging.

| followed his gaze and covered my mouth. Both of Jason’s boots were gone,
completely singed from his feet, and his big toe was pointed the wrong way and
swelling so big it looked as if he' d stepped on an apple and kept it.

One of the other guys paled. | squinted to get a better ook, then felt stupid. Of course
Colton would be with Jason still. He was a firefighter and married to Jason’s sister,

and every girl was obsessed with him, except me. No | had another obsession...

The other guy was a prettier, buffer version of Max, if that was even possible. Both
guys were gorgeous. And married.

Of course.

Not that | wasin the market.

But after that kiss...

My loneliness had never been so apparent.

“Stay still,” Max commanded Jason. “Who the hell gets struck by lightning outside
his own home?’ And then he shook his head and shuddered out a, “1 hopeit’s not like

this for all Jasons.”

“I’m starting to believe in the curse.” Colton slid his phone into his back pocket.



| was too curious not to ask. “Curse? What curse?’

“Ah, come here, little one. Let Uncle Max tell you a story.”

“Say ‘Uncle Max’ again, and I’'m shanking you,” Jason threatened from the ground.
He was staring up at the sky, but his eyes looked unfocused as his head lolled from
sideto side asif he was fighting imaginary demons. “ Are unicorns real ?’

“Oh, hell,” Colt mumbled. “That ambulance better hurry. He may have brain damage.
| don’t think it hit his head, but you never know, especialy if he's asking about

unicorns.”

“Why wouldn’t he ask about unicorns?” Max said it as if it was normal. “Anyway,
back to story-time.”

He was a lunatic, but | liked him, and Anabelle had thought he was hilarious, so he
got bonus points for being animated and showing her how to shoot the water gun
perfect every time a while earlier. | was suddenly glad Annabelle had run back into
the house when Jason arrived, so she could eat lunch.

“Jason, here, has disappointed the universe with his current lifestyle.”

| gulped. There it was again. His lifestyle. Did they mean his dating of the elderly? Or
was he gay now? Aghhh... why do | even care?

“Lifestyle,” | repeated. “You mean, he's...” | didn’t want to say it.

Max’ s face spread into alarge grin. “Too bad he kisses like amiracle, am | right?’

| felt myself blush.



“He's not gay,” Colton said in a bored voice. “He's just... offended Mother Nature
far too long.”

“How does a person do that?’ | asked, as sirens sounded.
“He got off his path,” Max said simply, as the ambulance pulled up. And while

everyone fussed over getting Jason into the vehicle, Max held back and whispered
under his breath so only | could hear. “He didn’t chase the girl.”
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chapter twelve

“Asking a girl out is difficult, especially if you have a nervous twitch whenever you
try to say your own name. My best advice is to lead with the body, follow with the
words. For example, | might lean in, smile, look away shyly, reach for my drink and
graze her fingertips, then blush on cue. Oh shucks, did | just touch you? And then,
when she finally locks eyes on me, | drop the bomb... I'm Max Emory, and you?
Works. Every. Time. Then again, it could just be because the universe freaking loves
me — it'swhy | get to take over one day.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Jason

| dreamt of unicorns being set on fire.

They were extremely unfriendly, and one had Max’s face and a goat’s tail. | jolted
awake to an IV pumping me full of fluids, and something heavy on my right foot.

My brain was a bit fuzzy | remembered yelling.
Kicking the tire of my car.
Max.

And lightning.



“Son of abitch!” | pressed my hands to my throbbing head.

Max kicked the bed with hisfoot as if he was afraid to reach out and touch me.

Reid and Colt walked in with Starbucks in hand and grins on their faces.

“Took quite a spill back there, slugger.” Max had his sunglasses pulled low, a sucker
hanging out of his mouth. “How are you feeling?’

“Likel wish | had my sidearm,” | rasped, my eyes greedily searching for the thing so
| could put him down.

“l touched it,” Max confessed, making me groan and close my eyes.

“Don’'t worry,” Colton added, “He was supervised, and it wasn't loaded. Took the
clip out the minute he started gazing at it asif it was a steak.”

“1 like big guns. They remind me of my giant cock,” Max announced.

The nurse chose that wonderful time to walk in and wave at Max, who just winked
back at her. She grabbed my chart and then stumbled when she laid eyes on Reid.
They al did. He had this... thing about him that made women stumble all over
themselves.

Colt cleared his throat then elbowed Reid. We had taken turns reminding him not to
smile too long.

“Right.” She kept reading and then felt my forehead. Her hands were cold, the
coolness refreshing. “You were struck by lightning, Mr. Caro. We ran tests, and the
only thing that seems to be wrong with you is your toe. We bandaged it up, but
there' s really nothing more we can do—"



“They have to amputate,” Max said seriously.

And likeanidiot, | believed him.

She gave him a scolding look then tucked her dark hair behind her ear as if she was
seconds away from asking him if he wanted to go get coffee, and needing to make
herself more appealing by giving him her best side.

Unbelievable.

“He's kidding. Your toe's going to be just fine. Try to get some rest. Y ou've been
through alot today.”

| eyed Max. “No, really?’ Sarcasm dripped off every word while | continued to stare
the psycho down, but he just shrugged as if it wasn't his presence that caused the

universe to hate me.

“Take today and the rest of the weekend to rest, al right? No... um... strenuous
activities.” Her cheeks pinked.

“Oh, that won’t be a problem,” Max interrupted. “He' s—"

| kicked him with my good foot, shutting him up.
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“I’m not currently seeing anyone,” | said in aflat voice. “So, no worries. | won't be
bouncing on a mattress anytime soon.” The thought was so depressing | wanted to
bang my head against awall.

“Bouncing?’ Reid frowned. “Who the hell bounces during sex? Are you doing the
bouncing, or is she? Because, | gotta tell you, man, if you’ re bouncing, you've been
doing it wrong.”

“Thanks,” | said through clenched teeth. “And | was being sarcastic.”

“Sure you were.” Max patted my good leg.

| swore my entire body was ready to just launch itself at him and strike wherever |
could.

The nurse excused herself while | closed my eyes and leaned back against the
pillows, dreaming of lips that touched mine, dreaming of making out with my high
school girlfriend in the space between our houses. We' d always joked that it was our
state line. And every time the chalk line between the pavement of our driveways
faded, one of us would take it upon ourselves to draw it up again, step over, and ask
for akiss.

Stupid.
S0 stupid.

The minute she walked away, I'd grabbed a hose and sprayed away the chalk as the



sting of tears burned my eyes.

We were supposed to be forever.

And then she’ d turned her back on me.

| groaned. Why was | thinking of her now? She'd probably seen me get hit by
lightning. No woman in her right mind would attach herself to me in my current state
of chaos.

“S0,” Max said interrupting my thoughts, “how was that CPR?’

| felt my body weaken. “Shit, if any part of your mouth touched mine, I’'m getting
plastic surgery to replace my skin.”

“A bit dramatic,” he laughed. “And no, that was all your ex-girlfriend, the one who
broke your heart—"

“I remember. Thanks,” | hissed.

“The kiss?’

“The broken heart,” | corrected, looking away.

“Y ou should bring her flowers, tell her thank you for saving your pathetic life. Maybe
draw her a bubble bath—"

“Don't listen to Max,” Reid piped up. “Women love big gestures, you know? Write
her a poem or—”

Colt burst out laughing. “Both of you shut the hell up. He needs to do something that



reminds her of how good they were.”

“Stop!” | raised my voice, head pounding. “I’ m not thanking her, and I’'m sure as hell
not touching the one woman who's still capable of making me regret every decision |
ever made in high school, al right? Just drop it!”

A knock sounded on the door.

And then she appeared through it, hands shaking as she held out flowers and a teddy
bear.

Numb.

| felt so damn numb when her eyes met mine.

And when she glared, | was ashamed to admit my dick twitched as if it was ready to
get on board with whatever sort of punishment she had, if | could only get close to

that creamy skin.

“Good to know.” She nodded her head. “Guess I'll just leave you aone.” She
deposited the flowers and teddy into Reid’' s hands and ran out.

Shit.

Max started slow-clapping loud enough to make me want to cut off his hands.
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| wiped my face with my palms and swore.

“He always had no game?’ Reid asked Colt.

Colt stared me down. He' d been my best friend since we could talk. He was the only
one who knew me better than | sometimes knew myself, and he knew, just like | did,
that | was pushing her away on purpose.

Because it would be too easy to pull her close.

Too easy torisk it all over again.

Too easy to lose my heart.

Hell, who am | kidding?

She still had it.

She always would.
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chapter thirteen
“Even when you' re holding the shards of your own broken heart in the palm of your
hands, insulting the one person responsible for the breaking isn’t going to magically
heal or fuse the pieces back together. The heart works as one muscle; continue to go
against its one purpose — beating — and the pieces just get smaller and more jagged.

| know, | know, shit just got real, but truth bombs are necessary when it comes to the
heart. Don’'t be ajackass and make it worse.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Maddy

The burn of fresh tears hit me so hard and fast that I'd had to basically run from his
stupid hospital room. Before the ambulance left, Max and | had exchanged numbers
so he could keep me updated, and when he suggested | stop by, I'd jumped at the
chance.

Because that kiss...

It felt like a promise.

It felt like maybe a fresh start.

Plus, he'd been semi-awake, right? He'd wanted it as badly as | had. Or | thought he
had.



The Jason Caro | fell in love with no longer existed.

And | only had myself to blame.

My fault.

With legs like lead, | worked for the next six hours trying to smile at customers and
laugh at their jokes, but | felt empty. Lizaeven asked if | was sick.

Sick?

Y eah, my heart was sick.

So sick and tired.

And | had all weekend to think about my bad choices and where everything had gone
wrong; sadly, that memory was worn in my brain. And in every moment of weakness,
when anxiety crept in, when regret filled me from head to toe, it flashed before my
eyes, the day I'd ruined the best thing that had ever happened to me and thrown it
away like trash.

“Marry me?’ Jason was down on one knee in front of the entire graduating class.

Girls all around me were fanning themselves, giggling, wishing they were me. There
were two men everyone wanted in that stupid school, Jason and his best friend,
Colton. | bit down on my lower lip as our future flashed before my eyes. | wanted to
go to college, and he wanted to stay local and become a police officer. Nothing
wrong with that, but how could we be married and live so far away?

My sister gave me a thumbs-up in the crowd; she’d driven down from NYU just to
see the proposal. It wouldn’t surprise me if she'd helped Jason pick out the ring.



| nodded, my voice gone.

The minute | made the motion.

| regretted it.

Not him.

The decision.

| stared into his hypnotic green eyes and felt sick to my stomach. This man... | would
break his heart, but what other option did | have? This would destroy us. Getting
married so young after only ever being with each other? Starting our lives together
before we even knew who we were individually?

| knew it was wrong.

And | still said yes.

| tried not to flinch when | heard a girl behind me whisper, “She’s going to turn out
just like her mom... another local bites the dust.”

My heart fell to my knees.
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“Love you, baby.” Jason kissed me on the mouth. His smile was so wide, so
permanently etched across his face, that | didn’t have the heart to tell him anything.

So, | waited.
I’d waited for hours.
And then | couldn’t wait anymore.

A tear dlid down my cheek as | finished up my shift and headed back to the house.
Jason’ s truck was parked in its spot, and another car | didn’t recognize was next to it.

| wiped my tears away and slowly made the trek toward my front door, when | heard
athroat clear.

| pressed my hand to my chest and looked over my shoulder.

Jason was standing there, hands inside the pockets of his worn jeans, and an old
Y ankees baseball vintage tee plastered against his muscular body. “I’m sorry.”

His voice was till that same gruff tenor that had every woman who knew him
sighing to herself and glaring at me with envy. He wasn't just a catch, he was the
catch of the town.

And I'd let him go.

Because of a few stupid comments about my mom, because of my own insecurities,



because of my own fear.
| swallowed the baseball in my throat and sowly made my way over to him. A
lifetime separated us, at least that was what it felt like as | walked through the wet

grass toward my past.

The thick air was already feeling more like summer every day, causing perspiration to
collect on my lower back. The moon was out, and streetlights flickered overhead.

“How are you feeling?’ It was a safe question, one that wouldn’t acknowledge that he
basically hated me.

His lips twitched. “ Oh, you know, like | got struck by lightning.”

| covered my mouth with my hand and tried to keep my laugh in. It really wasn't
funny.

Not funny.

Not funny.

Not funny.

He full-on grinned.

Causing me to burst out laughing.

| covered my mouth with my hands again and whispered through my fingers, “I’'m so
sorry. It'sjust... only you.”

“Yeah...” herocked back on his heels, “...only me. Look...” He pulled his hands out



of his pocket and took a step forward, his toe coming into contact with the invisible
chalk barrier we used to put up between our houses. “...I'm ajackass. | really have
no other reason for the things | do or say when it comes to you. Nobody deserves to
be treated that way, so yeah, I’m sorry.”

“Sorry that | heard you, or sorry that you said it?" Where had that brave question
come from? A time machine would be extremely handy right about now.

His eyes widened a bit before he blew out a breath and looked down at the cement.
“A bit of both, actually.”

“Honesty.” God, it felt like he' d stabbed me in the heart, and the worst part was that |
deserved it.

“Aunt Maddy! Aunt Maddy!” Annabelle came running out of the house and down the
stairs. She crossed the lawn with such relentless joy that my heart cracked even
further. “I lost atooth!”

“Whoa!” | held out my hand for a high-five then pulled her in for a hug.

Jason looked between us; dawning lit up his face and then... the worst emotion, the
onel didn’t want to see.

Relief.
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He looked relieved, which just pissed me off more.
“Aunt,” he said with asmile on hisface. “Is Sara visiting too, then?’

Annabelle tightened her hold on my hand and then wrapped her scrawny arms around
my waist.

“Go back inside, Ana. I'll be in soon, okay?’ | kissed her on the head while she
nodded and ran back into the house.

The minute the door shut, | unleashed. “Do you really think | would hide a kid from
you? Especially if it was yours?’

“1t could have been histoo,” his response.

“You redly are ajackass!” | screamed, shoving him backward toward his house. The
man was so built he barely moved an inch, but it still made me feel better.

He reached for me.
| jerked away.

Sighing, he hung his head. “Look, I’'m sorry. Again. | just thought, maybe that’s
why—"

“Maybe that's why | left?’ | finished for him. “I cheated on you and got knocked up
by one of your friends? Did you even know me?’



“Apparently not, since it was so easy for you to jump into bed with one of my best
friends then run away with him the day after breaking off our engagement.”

My hand went flying.

He closed his eyes as my palm stung his left cheek.

“Shit!” | shook my hand and then held it.

“Let me see—"

“NO!” | screamed at him in outrage. “You don't get to touch me. Take your
assumptions and your lit up lightning ass back to your house.”

He smirked. “ Still got that spunk.”

“So help me God, | will run you over with your own truck, Jason. Don’t tempt me!”
His eyes brightened, and then they went dark. “A little violent since | last saw you.
Then again, | didn’'t really see your face. It was more of your tight ass as you got into
his Jeep and didn’t look back.”

“If 1I'd looked back, | wouldn’'t have gone!” | roared. “Now leave me and my family
aone.” A part of me remembered that | needed to apologize, that part of my grief
included building bridges that I’ d broken in the past, but that part was so pissed off, it
raged for justice.

“You're reminding me of your sister,” hefinally said. “Tell her | said, “hi.’”

“I would,” | said in aquiet voice, “if she wasn't on some bender. For al | know, she's
dead.”



With that, | walked back toward the house, only to hear footsteps behind me.

Jason grabbed my wrist and turned me around. “What do you mean she's on a
bender?’

“1 mean, she got pregnant by one of her druggie boyfriends and gave up her daughter
the minute she started doing drugs again. What? Did you think | came back for you?’
It was true, but he didn’t need to know that. “I’'m helping raise Annabelle, because
Sarawon’t. Goodnight, Jason.”

| slammed the door behind me and leaned against it. My mom and dad were both
quietly sitting in the living room, pretending to be watching the news.

| groaned. “1 know you heard.”

“Honey...” Mom didn’t take her eyes off the TV, “...the whole neighborhood heard.”

Dad winced. “Weren't you alittle hard on him?”

| grunted. “Not hard enough. Not by a long shot. I'm going to go read a story to
Annabelle and say goodnight.”

They both nodded.

And | was suddenly thankful they weren't handing out free advice, because | wasin
no state of mind to take it now, or maybe ever.

Damn you, Jason.
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chapter fourteen

“Food and sex are the same thing. Serioudly. Eating a good burger is just like having
a good orgasm, | mean depending on the partner and the burger joint, duh. The point
is this, when you're feeling alone in the universe, the universe provides! Might |
suggest a nice juicy steak? Just remember to savor it, just like you would sex, and |
promise, those little happy chemicals will get you every single time. I’'m sure that’s
what my friend Jason does, since he's not getting any. Reference earlier chapters for
correct spelling and his phone number. Oh, and I'll leave it in the author notes, just in
case. Say it with me, ‘STEAK SAVESLIVES!"”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Jason

“Kapow!” Max made an exploding motion with his hands as | walked into the newly
refurbished living room. “That was about how good that apology went, just in case

you were wondering.”

“Dumbass, that's not an exploding sound, just in case you were wondering,” |
snapped back, as | limped to the nearest chair and plopped down.

Reid, Max, and Colt were all there.
And | wasin Hell.

The women were gone.



So basically, | had nobody to give me good advice.

But three married men were looking at me like | was their next project, because they
were so bored with their lives that they’d forgotten how to live without a female by
their sides.

“S0, | have anidea.” Max cleared his throat.

“Last time you had an idea, Jason ended up in prison. I'd tread lightly, Obi-Wan.”
Colt chuckled while Reid snorted next to him. We'd all been on the receiving end of
Max's ideas — we had scars to prove it — and yet, Max aways came away
unscathed, funny thing, that.

“No,” | answered just as he opened his mouth.

He ignored me.

| knew he would.

But | needed to at least still fight and hope he tuckered himself out.

“You need closure.” Max nodded like he was the wisest dating guru on the planet.
New York Times bestselling dating book be damned to the pits of Hell!

“And you’ re not going to get that unless you make nice with your neighbor.”

“Asmuch asit pains me to admit...” Colt leveled me with a serious |ook.

“Don’'t say it. Please don't say it. He's hard enough to live with as it is” Reid
pleaded.



“He's right,” Colt said, releasing the most dangerous sentence known to mankind
spiraling into the universe.

| sucked in abreath and waited for an asteroid to hit the earth.

It didn’t.

Damn it.

Max leaned forward, his face suddenly serious. “Y ou can't commit to someone new
until you patch up what went wrong with Blue Eyes.”

“Blue Eyes?’

“My nickname for her. Such deep blue eyes, you get lost in the depths of—"

“Fedl free to punch him.” Reid cleared his throat. “ Jason, really, nobody would judge
you. I'll even hold him down.”

“I"ll video,” Colt offered.
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Max rolled his eyes. “Perfect nickname aside, | think you guys should patch things
up. Be the bigger man.”

“lI am the bigger man!” | roared. “She waked away from me, not the other way
around! | loved her. | wanted to marry her, have kids with her. | wanted a future with

her!” My chest was heaving, and by the time | was done talking, | was out of breath,
staring dumbly at three married men who gave me a knowing look of pity.

God, | hated that |ook.
| sighed into my hands. “Every time | see her, | want to yell.”

“Because you're angry,” Max said matter-of-factly. “And where there’s anger, the
heart ‘twill not grow.”

“The hell?” Colt rasped. “He just say, ‘twill?”

“It'saword. Look it up,” Max fired back, before giving me his attention again. “Do
you really want to be the guy on the force who starts rescuing cats just so he can take
them home?”’

“Firefighters rescue cats,” | pointed out.

“Dogs, cats, goats — whatever. The point is this. You're going to start picking up
strays.”

“You. Don't. Say.” | glared at him.



Hedidn't get it.

Either he refused to acknowledge that he was said stray, or he was an idiot, and as
much as |’ d like to believe the second, | knew he was more evil genius than anything.

“Friends!” Max said, like it was the most brilliant idea he’ d ever had. “Y ou guys need
to hang out again, mend the broken bridges. | say you make alist of all the things you
guys used to do when you were the dynamic duo.” The old nickname was like a
punch to the gut. “And when you're done...” he shrugged, “...at least you'll know
that you can really move on, get married, find a wife who tolerates you, and get all
the sex from her.”

“1 can get all the sex now.”
“Aw...”" he patted my knee, “...that’s cute.”

| dug my fingers into the chair and waited for some other brilliance to be suggested,;
instead, Colt and Reid just gave me alook of... Well, it was worth a shot.

Ten minutes later.
Three beers | ater.

And Colton had helped conjure up alist of things Maddy and | used to be notorious
for.

Starting with setting the police station on fire.
“This is going to be the best guys weekend of our lives.” Max rubbed his hands

together. “And just in time for the reunion this weekend, where | swear on my life, |
will find you a woman who finds you attractive. Y ou can show her your goods, and



al will bewdll in the universe. No more accidents.”

No more accidents?

The idea had merit.

And maybe | was buzzed, but the fact that | could finally put the past behind me,
finally walk under aladder without knowing it was going to fall on me...

It sounded nice.

Living.

Not getting struck by lightning sounded incredible.

It was definitely the alcohol talking, but at the end of the night, | reached over, gave
Max ahigh-five, and said, “Let’sdo it.”

I’m going to take a momentary time out in the story, kids. Encouraging Max is like
pulling the clip from a grenade and knowing it’s going to explode in your face, but

holding tight anyway.

In along list of bad ideas, this was probably the worst, but | still agreed, and | know
inmy gut | will regret it later.

Thisisagood time for you to run along and grab some popcorn, because things?

They’ re about to get good.
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chapter fifteen
“In another life, | could have been a monk — but my body was made for performance
and | heard it wasn’t safe to go without sex for too long. The point? I’'m basicaly as
close to sainthood as a person can get. Want to know why? Because | see someone in
need, and | help them. Need some advice? Stop looking inward, find a pathetic
bastard who needs your help, and do the right thing. Well! GO!”
~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Maddy
| fell into a dreamless sleep, only to wake up when something kept smacking against
my window. | grabbed the old baseball bat in the corner and slowly pulled the
curtains back.
Jason was standing below, afew rocks in hand, chucking them at the glass.
| glanced back at the clock.
Four in the morning?

Really?

| jerked open the window. “What the hell are you doing? Do you know how late it

is?’



“I"'m drunk.”

| sighed. “Of course you are.”

“Max’ s fault.”

He was still beautiful, even drunk, his biceps tightened beneath that same vintage
shirt. | wanted to squeeze them. | wanted to kiss him again, to feel him on top of me,
or on bottom — | wasn't picky.

He' s an ass.

He's a complete ass.

But why did he have to look so good with a backward baseball cap on and a five
o’ clock shadow?

WHY!

“Give me two days.”

“Two days? I’'m confused. Is this more drunken talk, because | really need to go back
to bed.” | turned.

“Wait!” heyelled, probably waking up the entire neighborhood.

| made a motion with my hands. “ Shh! Y ou’ re going to wake up my parents.”

He grinned wickedly. “Wouldn't be the first time, now would it, Maddy?’

| felt my face heat.



He' d barely escaped that night. We'd had sex in my room, and I’d been too loud.
Suddenly, the lights to the hall flicked on, and Jason made a narrow escape onto the
roof.

“You're blushing,” he pointed out.

“No, I’'m not.”

“You are.”

“Jason.”

“Do you remember? What it felt like? Me inside you, my hands roaming all over your
soft body... the way you screamed my name every time | licked your—”
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“Enough.” | clenched my thighs together. “I’m serious, Jason.”

“Two days of friendship,” he announced. “Two days without the past, only the
present. Give me two days.”

“Why would | do that?”’

His face saddened. “For closure, for both of us...”

Closure. The word gutted me, made me want to puke in the corner then start rocking.
But | knew | needed it just as much as he did.

And since my therapist felt like it would be good for me to go home and deal with the
one situation that had always plagued me...

| heard myself whispering, “Yes.”

“We start in...” he checked his imaginary watch, “...three hours. Get ready, baby.
Things are about to get... heated.”

“1 thought you said friends?’

“1 mean, literally. Say a prayer | don’t get fired.” He winked, and then he scampered
off asif we hadn’t just had ayelling match afew hours earlier.

Asif wedidn’t have a chasm of pain between us.



Like he used to, so many years ago, when he'd stand outside my window and chat
with me for hours because he said he'd rather see my face in person than talk on the
phone.

| closed the window, crawled back into bed, and hugged my knees. | almost hadn’t
survived leaving him. How in the world was | going to survive this? Doing it again?
Only this time, | would be the one begging him to stay, and Jason Caro — the man
I’d always loved — would be the one walking away.

Karma

Sucked.
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chapter sixteen

“Loveisstupid. | hate it almost as much as | love it. Because it makes men irrational,
it makes them — crazy. Almost like a perpetua drunkenness has taken over their
body. Swear, | look drunk at least 98% of the time, and | blame my Becca, but have
you seen her? Who wouldn’'t wear a dopey smile? Now, look in the mirror. If you
look sober, you aren’t in love. See? How hard was that? Now you know, kiddo!”
~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Jason

“If | get fired, I'm killing you in your sleep. I’'m not kidding, man. I’ll even smile
doingit,” | warned Max.

He just gave me ablank stare and said, “Y our threat is empty, just like your soul.” He
ended it with a hiccup then pounded his chest. “ Shit, | think I’ m still drunk.”

“You're swaying.” Reid poked him with the lighter.

Max grabbed onto the side of the house to steady himself for a couple minutes. Colt
finaly appeared from the front door, backpack in hand.

| narrowed my eyes. “What' s that?’

“Your old backpack.”



“No shit. Why do you haveit?’

“You're reliving al the things, and during this time,” Max announced, “you had a
blue backpack, and in that blue backpack...”

“Yeah, | know...” my gut clenched, “...I kept candy, twenty-four seven, because the
girl 1 loved was so damn sweet.” God, | was an idiot. No wonder she left me. Did |
really say shit like that? Out loud? To another human? It'samiracle | ever got laid!
“Blesses—" Max burped and pounded his chest, “—my heart.”

| fanned my hand in his face. “Rum and broken promises, that’s what you smell like.”
“Thanks, man.” He patted me on the shoulder while Colt handed me the backpack.
“All right, day one of ‘find your heart and stop thinking with your dick’ has officially
started. Go get ‘em, tiger.”

| started sweating immediately.

| walked up to her door with a stupid blue backpack, wearing jeans and a t-shirt like |
had all through high school, and knew what | was about to subject myself to.

Last night it had sounded good.

S0 had a hotdog.

| should have chosen the hotdog and gone to bed. Damn it!

| knocked once, twice, and was about to knock a third time, when the door swung
open and little Annabelle stared up at me with wide blue eyes. “You're tall.”



| chuckled. “Y eah, well, you're short.”

She gasped. “ That’ s not nice.”

“Why not?’ | leaned down until | was hunched on the ground at eye-level. “Being
short’s the best. Y ou can sneak in places tall, bulky people like me can't. | bet you're

the best at hide and seek, would probably beat me every time.”

She smiled so big and bright, | felt like someone had kicked me in the gut. Her
toothless grin was so trusting, so innocent.

Damnit, Sara, what happened to you?l wished | could say | was surprised, but the
drug problems in this country were no joke, and it could happen to anyone, even

straight-A students with full ridesto NY U.

“1 am the best at hide and seek!” she confirmed, jolting my thoughts away from Sara.
“Everyone says so.”

“Who's everyone?’

“Papa, Grandma, Aunt Maddy.”
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“That’'s everyone that counts,” | agreed.

She giggled. “Are you here for Aunt Maddy?’

“Y eah, could you run along and grab her for me?”’

“Sheyelled at you last night.”

| cringed. “ She had reason to.”

“Y ou can’t be mean to her,” she announced with alift of her chin, “or else I’ll tell.”

| loved her threat, her little protectiveness over Maddy. “I cross my heart and hope to
die”

“Stick abillion...” sheyelled the billion part, “...needlesin your eye!”
“A hillion, that’ s rough, and yes, stick a billion needlesin my eye.”
“Now pinky promise.” She held out her tiny hand.

| linked my pinky with hers and forced a smile. Our own daughter would have looked
alot like this, thelittle girl I’d wanted with Maddy, the family I’ d wanted to start.

Get agrip, Jason.

We released fingers just as Maddy bounded down the stairs in roughed-up black



skinny jeans, Converse, and a loose-fitting white tank that hung a bit on her curvy
body. She had an old blue Mets hat covering her bouncing curls, and from what |
could see, minimal makeup, just the way | aways remembered her — fresh,
beautiful. She was the epitome of the girl next door, and she’d been mine — until she
wasn't anymore.

Maddy didn’t give me one second of her attention; everything was focused on
Annabelle. “Make sure you brush your teeth after breakfast, and don’t give Papa a
hard timeif hetellsyou to rest abit in your room after lunch, all right?’

Annabelle sighed. “I’m too old for naps.”

“You're seven. Think of it more like a happy time-out. Y ou can bring in four books.”

“Five.”

“Four.”

“Six-”

Maddy groaned. “Five. And not one more.”

Annabelle beamed. “Thanks, Aunt Maddy. Love you.” She wrapped her arms around
her leg, and Maddy |eaned over and kissed the top of her head.

“Love you too, munchkin.”

“Have fun on your date!” she called, just as the door slammed.

Maddy turned and opened her mouth, while | grinned to myself and held out my
hand.



“Remember,” | said, my hand mid-air, “no ugly past, only the good parts, and the
present. Y ou ready for agood time?’

She rolled her eyes and took my hand. “That’s the last thing you said to me before |
got my first speeding ticket.”

“And | wasright. It was agood time.” | shrugged.

Maddy elbowed me. “Oh yeah, it was fantastic until the cop gave me aticket, and my
dad grounded me from my own car for a month.”

“Eh, my truck had more backseat space.”

Her face lit up crimson.
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| couldn’t look away from that blush, had never been able to; something about the
way she wore her feelings so apparent on her skin was such a damn turn on, | was
hard as arock every time | teased her — which was about as often as it was awkward.

As it was, | was having a hard time keeping myself in check; if my pants were any
tighter, | was going to have to have atalk with my zipper and the way it kept rubbing.

| opened up my old truck door for her. The one I'd driven in high school, not the one
that was currently sporting a missing door. | figured it would be best to just drive the
thing and risk more injuries to something older. My parents would kill me if | ruined
their new Benz. | didn’t want to take the chance that the universe was still against me.
| got in on my side and fired up the engine.

It still smelled the same, like old gasoline and spearmint gum.

My eyes fell to the heart she'd drawn in permanent marker on the steering wheel with
her name on it. It had been my reminder that | had special cargo next to me, and that |
needed to keep it safe at al costs.

And | had.

Not one ticket.

Maddy glanced over at me. Her eyes fell to the space between us that she used to fill.
I’d hated her sitting far away.



| bit down on my lip. If we were going to do this, we needed to do it right. With a
sigh, | grabbed her leg and pulled her body toward the center. She came without a
fight. My hands shook as | reached for the steering wheel and then her hand was on
my thigh as if nothing had changed in the last decade.

When everything had.

The smell of the truck, of her, of the memories sslamming into me, was almost too
much. | squeezed my eyes shut and inhaled.

“Let's go,” | said with a weary sigh, trying like hell not to react to her touch and
trying even harder to keep my anger and resentment on hold. If she could do this, |
could do this. After all, | needed to get over her, over us. | needed to see that it wasn't
the same anymore. We'd grown apart. We were different people.

Closure meant | could move on. Really move on.

And | needed that more than | realized.

Because the minute | started driving down the road, my heart sprang to life in my
chest. Ten years |’ d been holding onto this dream of her, of us.

It was damn time to let go.
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chapter seventeen

“Walking down memory lane with an old flame will do one of two things. One, it
makes you remember only the good times, causing you to fall into another stupid
relationship that should have always stayed in the past. Or two, it causes you to put
all the shit behind you, and try again. It’s fifty,-fifty. Then again, those are the odds
of crossing the street right? Wrong. | was testing you. Y ou failed. Stop nodding your
head dumbass, and listen. ONLY embark with an old flame if a dating guru saysit’s
okay. Geez, amateurs all around me. I’ m getting itchy thinking about it.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Maddy

It was the ultimate bad idea: stir up feelings, pretend like we didn’t have all of this
pain and rejection between us, and just ride into the sunset, or in my case, toward
downtown as if nothing had happened in ten years, when everything had.

| blamed myself.

But | also blamed Jason.

| was angry at him for not understanding when 1’d tried talking to him about it, for
not getting how the logistics didn’t work — wouldn’t work — and | wasn’t willing to

risk our friendship, our love, even if he was.

| cleared my throat and tried to ignore the way my palm heated against his thigh, and



how close | wasto places | used to touch while he was driving; things | would do that
would make me blush if | thought too hard.

How were we never caught?

Or arrested, more than twice?

It was truly amiracle.

Especially with al the shenanigans that had gone on in this truck. | knew, without a
doubt, that if | slid my hand into the back pocket of the driver’s side, 1'd find a bag of
M&MSs, just in case, right along with abox of condoms.

| swallowed and kept my eyes forward, as images of Jason peeling off his shirt and
tossing it outside the truck flashed in the forefront of my mind; him unbuttoning his
jeans while | gasped into his mouth, the truck idling in the dark at the football field
near the bleachers, his body hovering over mine as our mouths connected, bodies
synced...

Sex with Jason had always felt right.

Not like | had done anything wrong.

Even though we' d been young...

He'd felt like my forever.

And nothing was ever awkward; it had only been perfect.

“1 love you, baby,” Jason sighed against my neck, his teeth grazing my skin, causing
me to let out a little moan as | fumbled for the front of his jeans. His dark laugher



filled the clear night air as he helped me aong, and then pulled me into his lap so |
was straddling him. “We don’'t have to rush.”

“I know.” | didn’'t tell him | was afraid of what would happen after graduation —
what would happen to us. | didn’t tell him | was terrified of staying, of what our lives
would look like if we just stayed. | didn’t want to be that person, and a part of him
knew that, but we didn't talk about my fears because | didn't want him to think |
didn’t love him enough to stay local. “I love you.”

His face relaxed as he stole another kiss.

The sound of a condom opening paired with our mouths all over each other, dying for
another taste; teenage bodies aching for release far beyond their realm of
understanding. He pulled my cheerleading skirt up, then dug his finger into my black
Spanx. | let out a gasp as he moved me to my knees and slinked them down my
thighs. | stood in the truck bed, under the stars above the football field, and looked
down at his hungry green eyes. He kissed the inside of my thigh and tugged the
Spanx over my knees. | gulped when they were at my feet, when | stepped out and
lowered myself back onto him.

Wrapper discarded.

Just us.

Joined where he' d thrown another touchdown under the bright lights. Why couldn’t it
always feel like this? Just us, no harsh whispers, no judgment, just me and the boy |

loved?

“You are my everything.” Our foreheads touched as he made promises | wanted him
to both break and keep.



| kissed away the words. | lost myself in him as he moved inside me, as the fall air
reminded me time was running out. As | spotted his jersey in the bed of the truck and
felt tears well in my eyes. His skin was hot to the touch, and with each slow
movement, each thrust, | thought to myself.

This. Is. Perfect.

And the wind blew as | clung to him for dear life, moving with his body as we both
cried out — as his name fell from my lips.
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| pressed my free hand to my chest and sighed.

“Youall right?’ Jason grinned over at me.

He was all man now.

All. Man.

From the way his jeans molded against thick thighs that you were sure never missed
leg day — ever... to the cut chin, chiseled features, and | won’'t even start on what
that man looked like in a uniform.

“Yeah,” my voice croaked. “I’'m good, just... thinking.”

“Stop.” His smile was warm, melting me from head to toe as if I'd been shivering in
the cold al thistime, just waiting for him to invite me inside for hot chocolate.

Oh, this is bad. | should have never said yes. My defenses are already down after
three minutes! Imagine two days!

He pulled behind the police station.
| frowned. “What are we doing at your work?”’

“Ah, today I'm not a cop. | have it off, remember? Freak injury where the God of
Thunder decided to strike my ass with lightning? Y ou were there...”



| grinned, sucking my bottom lip between my teeth. “Yeah, looked rough. You
screamed like a girl.”

Heglared. “I’'m pretty sure | passed out first.”

“After you pissed yourself, yup.”

He gave me ashove while | laughed. “I didn’t piss myself.” He seemed uncertain.

| put him out of his misery. “Okay fine, you didn’'t, but it could have happened.
Imagine your embarrassment then.”

“1 got struck by lightning in front of the girl who stole my heart and never gave it
back. Imagine my embarrassment now.”

| sucked in a breath.

He looked away. “ Sorry, that was uncalled for.”

“No.” | reached for him, but he was out of the truck before my fingers could grasp at
his tanned and toned arm. “Sorry,” | said, as he shut the truck door and walked
around to open mine.

By the time he did, his expression was clouded, yet he was smiling.

He grabbed the blue backpack that held almost as many memories as the damn truck,
threw it over his shoulder, and motioned for me to be quiet.

My eyes narrowed.

Was he?



No, he wouldn't do that.

Couldn’t he get fired? There had to be another reason we were at the police station,
reliving old times, with his damn backpack.

| prayed | was wrong, when he pulled out afirecracker and held it up.

“Jason...” | warned, “...you could get fired.”

“It's almost time for the first lunch break. Nobody’s here, and if they are, I'll just
blame it on some punk-ass high school kid who had the nerve to interrupt my brunch

date.”

“Did you say brunch?’
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He pulled out a bag of gummy worms and then two cups of Top Ramen. “Be right
back. | need some hot water.”

He walked right into the back door of the station then returned with both cups
steaming and afork poking out each side.

| took my cup and grinned. “I haven't had Top Ramen since... well, since high
school.”

“You mean you don't often challenge your body by using up two days worth of
sodium just so you can have a noodle-fest? That’s not normal.” He grinned over his
cup. | could almost fedl it, the tether we used to have, trying to snap between us and
hold tight.

And then he looked away.

And it was gone.

“1’m more of aquinoa-type of girl,” | admitted.

He jerked his gaze to mine. “Please tell me you still eat meat.” He looked pale.

| nodded. “Still eat—" | choked out “—meat,” when my eyes accidentally fell to his
crotch then back up again. Freaking well done!

His eyes widened before he coughed out a laugh. “Good to know you don’t
discriminate.”



Someone shoot me.

We finished our soup in companionable silence before he grabbed a set of matches
and winked at me. “Y ou ready for this?’

“Jason, | don’t—"

He lit the firecracker and tossed it into the dumpster behind the station.

The second it set off...

We ran like hell, hand in hand, to the front of the station where several cop cars were
sitting.

Jason grinned then dashed into the station and right back out. He unlocked the closest
car and jumped in.

| followed, my teeth chattering, as he sped off and turned on the siren.

| sunk into my seat. “Please don’t tell me we just stole acop car.”

“Eh, Chief won't care.”

| paled. “The chief? We stole his cruiser?’

Jason burst out laughing. “No, we stole mine, but I’m not supposed to be working, so
we're still living on the dangerous side there, Candy Lips.”

My heart sped up.

Candy Lips.



I’d loathed that nickname.

He' d said | tasted like candy.

It was so romantic — yet embarrassing — when he referenced it around school that
I’d started calling him Candy Lips, too. His friends gave him hell; he said they were
just jealous they only had their right hand and Victoria s Secret, while he possessed
the real thing.

Jason accelerated. | let out a squeal as we pulled into the old high school parking lot.
It was nearly empty since it was the beginning of July, and people were out of school
already. Though there were a few sparse cars littered around, probably because of
summer practices and camps.

“Let’s see what el se this magic backpack holds.” He grabbed it, and we stepped out.

“Wait...” | leaned over the cop car, “...you didn’t pack it?’
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“Nope...” he shrugged. “This backpack is the result of too much beer, followed by
whiskey and afew shots of tequila, unmanly confessions, and Colt’s big fat mouth.”

“Oh great...” | laughed. “He has enough dirt on both of usto make me nervous.”

Jason snorted. “And yet he' s been sitting on the dirt all this time. Kinda makes a man
worried.” He nodded toward the high school. “ Shall we?’

“How do you know where to go?’ | wondered out loud.
“1 follow the memories,” was his answer.

| stopped walking and crossed my arms. “What do you mean, you follow the
memories? We have memories everywhere, including the local jail.”

He looked uncomfortable as he glanced away and then over my head, refusing to
make eye contact. “He said our first stop was the police station, and I'd know where

to go next. The day we set off firecrackers was the day—"

“Stop.” My eyes widened. “No, he wouldn't, right? He' s not...” It was my turn to get
nervous. | stuck my finger into my mouth and chewed off one nail, then another.

Jason smirked. “Come on, where' s your sense of adventure?’

“I left it back at the police station with the firecrackers,” | said in a deadpan voice.
“We're twenty-seven. We can't just...” | gulped.



“Exactly.” He squeezed my hand briefly. “We're twenty-seven. We can do whatever
the hell we want.”

| shouldn’t have squeezed back.

| did anyway.

My hand itched with need to touch his palm again.

| knew in my soul...

It was going to change me, that one touch.

| also knew | wasn’t ready for a change of that magnitude.
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chapter eighteen

“1"ve never truly been dumped, but the one close call happened when | told a girl that
| wasn't sure | was feeling it — or her. She tried to beat me to the breakup, but | put
on the charm and we stayed together one more day before | told her it was a test-run
to seeif we should keep going. I’ ve never been slapped so hard in my entire life, but |
learned a lesson that day. When it’s time to go — you let it go. Closure is necessary
in every aspect of your life, and if you don't get it, eventually you're going to get
dlapped, whether it be from the universe, or the other party.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Colt

“Stop taking up al the room!” | elbowed Max hard in the ribs and watched in
fascination as Jason held out his hand. “Take it! Take the hand. It's just a hand,
nothing intimidating about a hand, don’t just drop it after you touch it.” Why the hell
was | nervous? Like it was me? Maybe because I’d watched my best friend get his
heart completely throttled by the one who got away. Or maybe because | wanted him
to find his forever like | had. Ugh. I’d been watching way too much Bachelor with
my wife, that was for damn sure.

Max snorted. “ Speak for yourself. Mine are massive, poked myself, and others, in the
eye severa times. Not to mention, hands are a direct measurement of penis size. All

you haveto do is make afist.”

| dropped the binoculars and glanced over at both Reid and Max. Reid was busy



shaking his head in dismay as Max made alegit fist and then frowned. “Wait, that’s
not right. It seems... oddly shaped.”

“Your heart,” | said through clenched teeth. “Your fist is the size of your heart.”

Max placed hisfist against his chest and shook his head. “Y eah, | disagree.”

“Why, God? Why?’ Reid muttered. “Max, you mean the thumb to the pinky finger.
That’sthe size of alimp dick.”

Max had to measure, again.

| missed my wife.

Home-cooked meals.

Damn spa weekend.

Damn Max.

She was relaxing, and | was on a stakeout with a guy who thought his penis was
shaped like afist!

In reality, | knew Max was a certifiable genius, but sometimes... | wanted to strangle
him with my bare hands and make the world a better place. Hell, they’d probably
throw a parade.

“Figured it out,” he finally announced after much measuring, which had traumatized
not only me, but the poor squirrels trying to eat close by. “’Tis your wrist to your
elbow, fully erect. That'sit.” He nodded triumphantly and then winked.



“Never—" | rasped, “—and | do mean NEVER — wink at me again, especially after
announcing how big your erection is.”

“Jealous?”’

“Got the girl, and you had to go on a TV show to find yours so... no, nope, not
realy.”

“Bastard,” he grumbled. “And | had twenty-five of those crazies after me. Plus, | got
agoat out of the deal. Not too shabby.”

“And awife,” | reminded him.

“Oh right, Becca.” He grinned. And then laughed. “I’m kidding. Trust me, | know
what | gotin her...” hisface fell. “Being alone sucks balls.”

“Imagine being stuck with a psychopath,” | offered.

He scowled. “Reid’ s different, but he' s not a psycho.”

“Thanks, man.” Reid sighed and took a sip of coffee. “So, why are we sitting here
watching them shoot each other screw-me looks while they contemplate holding
hands in the parking lot?’

“Today was first-kiss day,” | announced. “They hid back at the school under the
bleachers, he made his move, she kissed him back, and so dear friends, ther

friendship went from playful to—"

“Sexual,” Max interrupted thoughtfully, his fingers tapping against his chin as if he
were thinking.



God save us from Max Emory thinking.
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“1 see where he went astray,” Max continued.

My eyebrows shot up. “They’re in the parking lot, walking toward the bleachers.
There's literally no way he went astray then, or now. You can't go astray by
walking.”

“Listen close, young grasshopper.” Max pointed to both of their retreating bodies as
they made their way toward the field. “There's at least a foot of space between their
bodies, her hands are limp at her sides, and she keeps clutching her fists. Our man is
popping his knuckles, and they keep stealing glances at each other. If thisis how he
made his first move, no wonder things went south.” He shrugged. “Jason lacks the
pivotal movement that allows the woman to feel comfortable, confident, and sexy, all
at once.” Another pause. “He's not touching her back, he's not leading her, and he's
letting her flail all on her own like a damn fish out of water. And fish out of water...
they eventudlly die.”

It was quiet.
Too quiet.

| stared at him in disbelief. Reid mimicked a similar ook, as Max exchanged glances
between both of us. “What? | know things.”

“I’ll be damned,” | let out abreath. “I can’'t believe I’ m about to say this—"

“Please don’t,” Reid interjected. “He' s already impossible to live with.”



“You'reright.” It was out before | could stop it.

Max grinned. “I have all the sex all thetime, ‘cause I’'mright.”

“And thereitis.” Reid rolled his eyes.

“A woman needs to feel secure, not vulnerable, not after what she’'s been through.
Think of it this way...” Max licked his lips and narrowed his eyes, “if it started
wrong, it can’t end right.”

“STOP MAKING SENSE!” | roared.

All three of us ducked when Jason and Maddy glanced behind them.

Max smacked me on the back of the head. We waited a few seconds, and then all
looked again. They were back to walking, and | was back to wondering if the Jason |
remembered ever had any game at all if he was twenty-seven and still struggling with
the girl he’' d always loved.

| tried to think back to my obsession with my wife, Milo.

And how I'd exhausted every resource in my arsenal just to find a reason to touch
her, including dunking her in the pool; so yeah, near-drowning my crush was an
actual move | had used during high schooal, but at least I’ d touched her.

And Jason?

He' d been so close. He' d done the squeeze, and now?

He was touching air.



| frowned for the next few minutes and then sniffed the air. “Is that popcorn?’

Crunch, Crunch, Crunch.Max shoved afistful into his mouth and offered me some.

And for the first time, | wasn’'t annoyed with Max — not at all — because underneath
all of...whatever it was he had... he wasright.

Maybe this was exactly what Jason needed.
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chapter nineteen

“One of my many rules of dating is this: It's not about you. | know, | know, it feels
like it's about you, but if you enter a date purely focused on yourself? You're going
to miss the person sipping wine across from you. You're allowed five minutes to
think about every insecure thing in your arsenal, the rest of the time is focused on
making the other person comfortable. | guarantee that once they see what you're
doing — they’ [l mimic it. That’s what humans do, morons.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Jason

My palms were sweaty.

| knew exactly what had been next.

So did she.

Thefirst kiss.

The beginning of the end, when I'd crossed a line without asking, and she'd
thankfully responded the same way. We' d been best friends up until that point. So
many stolen glances between us, when we didn’t think anyone had been looking.
Nobody had called us out on it, but we were getting closer, and it was getting harder

not to react to the way she made me feel every time she was close. Asit was, | knew
that if | touched her, I’d forget all the reasons | was angry and just kiss her, drink her



in, and lie to myself — tell myself that she wanted me, when really, this wasn’t about
rekindling anything.

It was about ending it.

“Sort of feels like the end of an era, doesn’t it?” Maddy smiled up at me shyly. “Like
when Friends ended.”

| grinned. “Wow, that’s a heavy comparison.”

She just shrugged and tugged her ball cap down so her eyes were a mere shadow. |
hated when | couldn’t see peopl€’'s eyes. Maybe it was the cop in me, but | could tell
alot through eye contact, whether the person was open to giving it, or not.

And she wasn't.

So closed off.

Both of us.

| felt the distance spread until | was sick with it.

“Um...” she shoved her handsin her pockets, “...I forget how this started.”

“Bullshit.” | called her bluff, then took a step toward her and flicked her hat back so |
could see her deep blue eyes. What | saw reflected in their depths gave me pause.

Fear.

Wéll, that made two of us.



| just wasn’t sure what she had to be afraid of, when she was the one who'd left; she
was the one who' d betrayed me.

o, there we stood.

The air thick with her fear.

My anger.

And the smell of fresh-cut grass, as the sprinklers flicked on afew feet away from us.
The shadow of the bleachers above hid us from the sun. We'd joked about how it
cloaked us from the teachers when it was absolute shit; they’ d seen everything. They
just hadn’'t cared — well, that, and they hadn’t been able to control us when we were
together.

We' d been the unstoppabl e duo.

Until Maddy put astop to it.

My partner in crime.

The love of my life.



Page 53

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 9:54 am
| wanted to turn away. | wanted to run. | wanted to yell and say this was stupid, but
the longer | stared at her, the more | realized | was never given the chance to say
goodbye.

She hadn’t let me,

And | wondered, if we had handled it differently...

Would she have been able to leave in the first place?

Her breath came out in an uneasy exhale as she stood there studying me back; her
eyes widened as | leaned down, cradling her cheek with my right hand like | had done
back then.

My lips touched hers.

Asked permission.

With tentative velvet strokes, our lips dlid against one another, slowly, as if it was a
test we both wanted to pass with flying colors.

Her body relaxed into mine.

And then she was reaching between us, fisting my shirt with one hand, while gripping
my shoulder with the other.

She tasted the same.



But her kiss was different.

More mature.

There was nothing uneasy about the way she dlid her tongue past my lips. | opened
my mouth to her, deepening the kiss. | tried to rein it in because, after all, our first
kiss had been controlled. We' d laughed after then kissed again.

Tame.

It was so high school.

Then again, we' d been only sixteen.

But thiskiss?

It said more than words could.

She moaned into my mouth when | moved my hands down, cupped her ass, and
pulled her roughly against me as | attacked her mouth in a new angle. Maddy opened
up to me asif she’'d been waiting for my touch her wholelife.

She cast a spell on me with that one kiss. My teeth nipped at her bottom lip as my
hands moved into her hair, my fingers digging into her scalp, as we made out under
the bleachers. She grasped at the loophole of my jeans, jerking my hardness against
her and rubbing her body up and down mine as if she was just waiting for me to take
her against the grass.

| heard nothing.

Felt nothing



Just Maddy’ s touch.

The smooth caress of her tongue.

And then her hand as she slowly moved it from the belt loop up my hard stomach.

“Damnit.” | pulled away. It almost killed me.

Her eyes were lazy, her lips swollen.

“1, uh...” | cleared my throat, “...don’t think we fully captured the awkward first kiss
moment...”

She licked her lips and then, as if she till tasted me there, gave me such a lust-filled
gaze | almost reached for her again, almost asked her if | could strip her in the middle
of the field and make a new memory.
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“Yeah, um...” she shook her head asif shewasin afog, “...sorry?’

| smiled. “Yeah, metoo. Really sorry...”

Her lipstwitched. “Oh yeah? What are you sorry for?’

“Stopping,” | admitted truthfully. “You?’

“ Almost copping afedl.”

Not what I’d expected. | hadn’'t imagined it possible to get more aroused, and then
she' d gone and talked about touching me. My length pressed against my zipper as she
stared me down. “I’m disappointed you didn’t act on it.”

“Metoo.” She shrugged. “ Then again, that would be cheating.”

Cheat, cheat, please cheat!*Yesh.” Damniit! “You're right.”

“S0...” she clasped her hands in front of her and rocked on her heels, “...what was
after the first kiss?’

“Asif you don’t remember.” | laughed. “Little liar.”
She got so red she looked sixteen again. “We don’'t have to do that part...”

Hell yeah, we do. Best idea Max ever had.Not that | wasn't still pissed, but if it meant
what was next, then yeah, | was all in. “My house or yours?’



“Yours,” she said quickly. “Plus, if we're staying with the original day...”

“Uh-huh.”

| grabbed her hand without realizing what | was doing. She squeezed back as we
walked to the police cruiser. | helped her in, shut the door, and saw movement out of

the corner of my eye.

Max was slapping Colt on the back, while Colt coughed and Reid threw popcorn in
their general direction.

“Serioudly?’ | crossed my arms. “How long have you guys been here?’

Max frowned. “Jason? Is that you? The sun’sin my eyes. Are you here for the annual
movie night on the lawn too?’

| sighed. “Nicetry. That's next week.”

“Damn it,” he grumbled, then opened his mouth as if he was actually going to try
again.

| shook my head; he closed his mouth.

“No more free shows.” | pointed at him and then stared at my other friends. “You
guys actually followed Max for once?’

“I drove,” Colt admitted.

“But only because Max doesn’'t have alicense anymore.”

| rolled my eyes. “Do | want to know why?’



Max shoved his mouth full of popcorn and shrugged, while Reid answered for him.
“It involved a nun, a bicycle, and the goat. Trust me, it’s too graphic for small ears.”
He pointed to Colt, while | busted up laughing.

“Son of abitch! For the last time, | do not have small ears!” Colt yelled, voice raspy
asif he'd just choked on a popcorn kernel.

Well, at least that explains Max hitting him.
“Sureyou don't,” | said soothingly, while Colt gave me the finger. “All right, I’ m just
going to leave you to your own devices. Try not to end up in prison at the end of the

night.”

“Wouldn't be the first time,” Max said, mouth full.
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“Exactly.” | saluted them and got into the cruiser. “Everything okay?’

“Oh, yeah!” Maddy finished a text and looked at me. Her smile felt forced. “It's
just... Annabelle gets cranky at naptime sometimes.”

“Why’s that?”

Her face fell as she swallowed hard and whispered, “ She's afraid if she falls asleep,
when she wakes up, I’ll be gone.”

“l know the feeling,” | admitted without thinking, then heard her sharp intake of
breath.

Shit.

| waslosing at this closure thing. Especially when | let my guard down, and my anger
forgotten. When | did that, all | had left was my honesty.

And my truth wasn't pretty; it was ugly.

It was alife lived without her by my side.
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chapter twenty

“The first kiss is important. So important that every dude in their right mind better be
nervous. But as | said before, it's not about you. Slowly, go into the kiss, press your
lips against theirs, then, let nature take its course. Let nature decide those next few
seconds, and do yourself afavor — make sure you' re touching your significant other
somewhere. None of this weird, a-foot-of-space-between-you, bullshit. Nobody likes
that, except middle school teachers who like to kill pubescent joy one sad slow dance
at atime.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Maddy

My gut clenched.

I’d broken him.

Broken us.

Because | had been afraid... of so many things.

I’d broken the very thing I’ d been afraid of breaking. Stupid, stupid girl.

My throat felt tight as we pulled up to his parents old house. We'd exchanged the

cruiser for his old truck again, which just made the tension that much worse, because
the smell was enough to send me into a haze full of memories spent in that back seat,



spread out for him to see.

| slammed my door shut and walked slowly toward the house.

“It'sopen,” he said behind me.

A few inches, and | could lean back into his arms. Would he wrap them around me?
Or push me away? My shoulders slumped as | opened the door and took a step over
the threshold.

| didn’t recognize a thing. It still had the same shell as before, but the old hardwood
floors had been replaced with a dark-looking date, the walls painted a warm tan
color, and the pictures all replaced with more modern pieces that brought life into the
house that | hadn’t even realized had been missing. “This looks incredible!”

“Thanks.” Jason stepped around me and down the hall into the open kitchen.

| could tell he was still working on it; the floor was all pulled up, and the backsplash
was missing. All of the appliances were a shiny new chrome. The granite was a bright
white. | loved everything about it.

“It'smy side project.”

“1t looks like more than a side project. Did you pick out the colors and everything?’ |
ran my fingertips along the cold granite while he pulled out two water bottles and
tossed me one.

“Yeah.” He shrugged asiif it was no big deal. “I had an apartment with Colt before he
went off and got married to my sister. And after that, my parents decided they wanted
to travel, so | get free room and board for redoing the entire house and putting it on
the market, and they get free labor.”



My heart stuck in my throat, as my brain tried to process the idea of him not living
next to my parents. “You're selling?’

He gave me a funny look that made me feel somewhat stupid. We were adults, not
kids, but still. “They’re selling, but yeah, why?’

It felt like the end.

Like thefinal nail in the coffin.

The day that the Caro family no longer lived beside me.

| almost sank to my knees. What was wrong with me?

| didn’t want to admit it.

Admit the reasons for coming back, for holding out hope that maybe... just maybe...
things would pick up with Jason and me.

| scratched my head. “Nothing, it’sjust, where will you live?’

Can | sound any more desperate?

His lips twitched as he ran a hand through his messy dark hair. “Why are you so
concerned?’
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“Potential homelessness would concern any decent human being,” | fired back.

He choked out a laugh. “I just got another promotion. | was thinking of buying my
own place, maybe getting acat...”

My eyes narrowed into tiny dlits. What game is he playing here? “Y ou hate cats.”

He stared me down so hard — the way only Jason Caro could — that even my skin
felt aware of hiseyes asit erupted in goose bumps. “ People change.”

The air was thick with tension. | tried to breathe, but it was suddenly difficult.

“Honey, I'm home!” Max’s voice echoed down the hallway as he appeared in the
kitchen with Colt and the ridiculously handsome stranger.

“Hi.” The stranger held out his hand; his voice was smooth and held a hint of
arrogance that made me question his intentions, and then | saw the wedding ring, and
then realization dawned. “I'm Reid—"

“The Phantom!” | hadn’t meant to yell it.

He' d played The Phantom in The Phantom of the Opera before it left Broadway and
would be starring in the newest rom-com releasing this month!

“Careful, your high school’s showing,” Max whispered out of the side of his mouth,
earning a glare from Jason.



“Weren't you just on the cover of Entertainment Weekly?' | ignored them and
bounced up on my feet.

“Aw, you saw it?’ He turned his movie-star grin toward me.

Max moved between us and shoved Reid. “Keep talking, and his ego won't fit next to
mine, and that just puts me in a bad mood.”

Jason groaned behind me. | turned and was surprised as his hand shot out and pulled
meto hisside, asif | belonged there.

| tried to tamp down the butterflies.

Just like | tried not to overanalyze what it meant.

| failed on all accounts and aimost turned in his arms and asked him if that meant |
could sleep over like old times.

Stupid kiss was really hurting my self-control.

Stupid memories of everything surrounding us, reminding me of what we' d had, what
I’d left behind. And the more | thought about it — really thought about it — the more
| questioned my decision. Had | based it off fear alone?

“Stop using the eyes on her!” Jason barked, making me jump. “Plus, you're married!”

“He can’'t help it,” Max answered for Reid. “When you're an Emory, it just...
happens.”

Jason punched Max in the arm and grinned. “Sorry, when you're a Caro, it just
happens.”



“That shit hurt!” Max rubbed the spot and then turned his handsome smile back to
me. “ So, are we doing this or what?’

Colt made a strangled noise as Jason’'s grip on my body tightened. “You aren’t
joining us.”

“But it was a pool party,” Max pointed out, “and we need to re-create the actual event
S0 you can move on and marry other people, right? Isn’t that what you want, Jason?
To move on with your life?’

Jason’s grip loosened its hold.

Tears burned my eyes.

Why am | putting myself through hell?

Oh, right. To gain his forgiveness and then what? Continue pining for him while he
marries another woman? Why not just step on arusty nail?

“Besides, we all know the real reason you couldn’t marry Jane.”
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| felt my body tighten with anger. Jane had been the popular girl at school. The one
everyone wanted to be — gorgeous, rich, and thankfully, stupid and selfish as well. |
hated her. And the minute I’d heard that Jane and Jason’ s wedding was off two years
ago, I’d almost driven back into town and groveled at his feet.

Pathetic, | know.

“Oh?’ Jason asked. “Y ou mean, other than you guys sabotaging the entire thing?’
“Details.” Max waved him off. “You didn’'t have a heart then. You were like the Tin
Man, awkwardly singing in the forest.” He nodded enthusiastically. “But look what
we have here.” Max pointed at me. “Maddy’ s returned, so now you can get your heart
back, slam it in its place in your chest, and bone the first woman who winks at you!
Happily. Ever. After.”

Colt groaned. “1 don’t think that’s how this works, Max.”

“It does.” He said it like he meant it. “Oh, and | hope you guys don't mind.” A few
honks sounded from outside. “I scrolled through the invite list for the reunion
weekend and invited some people who looked fun.”

“Where the hell did you even FIND the list?” Jason roared.

| winced as Max just gave him a blank expression and said, “Does Superman reveal
al his secret powersal at once? | didn’t think so...”

“Are there no depths to where you won't crawl?’ Jason mumbled under his breath.



Max arched a brow. “1 don’'t understand your question.”

The doorbell rang.

And Max was off, peeling his shirt from his body, revealing a ridiculous six-pack,
and rubbing his hands together as he whispered, “ Show time.”

| turned around and gave Jason a pleading look. The last thing | wanted to do was be
at a party at his house, like we used to have, and see all my old, successful friends
with their husbands and kids and lives and... | must have looked panicked because
Jason grabbed my arm and pulled me down the hall. He shut us into the master

bedroom.

There it was. The same bed we' d fooled around on, just because it felt naughty to
make out where his parents slept.

Sixteen-year-olds.

“Hey...” Jason cupped my face with his strong hands, “...look at me.”

| gulped and focused on his hypnotic eyes.

“I'll get rid of them. I'm sure | can come up with something. You can hide out in
here.”

My eyes narrowed. “Hide out? Why would I... 7’

He took a step back, hisface guilty. “Look, I’m not saying you need to be ashamed of
coming back home. | just know that—"

“What?’ | interrupted. “What the hell do you know, Jason? About me? About my



life? My shame?’

“Whoa, calm down—"

NOT the thing to say to awoman. Ever.

“I'm perfectly CALM!” | yelled. “And I’m fine, totaly fine with a party. In fact,
maybe that’ s exactly what | need after along day!”

“Long day?’ He stepped back. “Long day? Are you saying you hated it?’

“A trip down memory lane where | got to remember all the awesome things | did with
the one man I'll never have? Yeah, it was a freaking blast! Can't wait to see what
tomorrow holds, and for the record, I’m fine.”

“You said that.”

“Yeah, well.” | lifted my chin at him. “It’s because it’ s true.”

“l believe you.” He smirked.

How dare he smirk!

| narrowed my eyes and jerked open the door then marched down the hall toward
Milo’sroom, where | knew | could find a bikini.

Once| got to the end, | paused.

“Top dresser-drawer,” he called.

“I KNOW!” | yelled back then slammed the door behind me. Like ateen.



WEeéll, one thing's for sure. This whole blast from the past was doing wonders for my
maturity level.

Fantastic.
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chapter twenty-one

“In the dating world, sometimes it’s necessary to fight dirty. Very dirty. Oh get your
head out of the gutter! | don’t mean that kind of dirty. | mean, sometimes you gotta
do the shitty hard work in order to get the results you want, ie: you may need to crawl
on your hands and knees through mud and nearly get electrocuted before you get your
girl, but totally worth it in the end. Because, who do you think nurses you back to
health? And then you can really get ‘dirty.” Feel me?’

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Jason

| flinched when the door slammed and then tried to hide my smirk as | walked back
to my room and put on a pair of trunks. Honestly, I’ d seen her panic and just assumed
it was because she’'d come home and didn’t want to see anyone yet. | had no idea she
was so insecure about the move, which just made me more curious about the missing
ten years.

A decade. And every single day spent without her.

Laughter, and the sound of people screaming in fun, pulled me back down the hall
and outside to the back patio. Maddy was nowhere in sight.

Max however, was.

| sighed.



He was the epitome of the word enabler; the guy was passing out tequila shots with
limes. Where the hell did he find a half-gallon bottle of tequila?

“Jason!” Max yelled when he saw me. “ Grab the keg from the car?’

“Keg?' | repeated. “What the hell, Max?!”

“KEG!” People around me screamed in excitement.

It was like partying with strangers. | didn’t really recognize many people. John, a
buddy from the football team, was with his wife, but that was it. Everyone else was
only vaguely familiar. | would probably need a yearbook to compare pictures and
smiles. After Maddy left, | hadn’'t exactly stayed in contact with people | went to
school with — too much of areminder, too painful.

“Hey, slugger.” Liza approached, tequila shot in hand. “Killer party.”

“Yeah,” | croaked and looked away. Liza was the last person | wanted to see; her
brother — and my ex-friend — was part of the reason for my misery.

Her face fell. “It’ s been ten years.”

“Oh, really? Haven't been counting. Wouldn't know. | got a keg to grab.” | smiled
politely and walked off, fisting my hands tightly in anger.

Party?

Sounded like the best idea I'd heard in along time, so after | grabbed all the acohol
from the car, including the keg and four boxes of liquor, | helped Max set it up while
heyelled, “SHOTS!”



| quickly gulped down two rounds of Jack and wiped my face, just as Maddy came
out of the house.

| started choking.

Not because of the whiskey, but because my spit had gone down the wrong tube.

Shelooked... edible.

Like | could sweep the vase off the dinner table, spread her wide, and just eat my fill
until I waslost to her.

Full breasts spilled over a small black bikini, leaving little to the imagination, the top
barely covering nipple, for that matter. And the bottoms? Well, she kept adjusting
them.

Let’ sjust say ten years later, high school bathing suits ook small...

In the best way possible.

Head held high, she walked right by me to Max, grabbed a shot, threw it back then
sucked the lime he'd held out in front of her.

| growled.
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Max winked at me. “ Something wrong, man?”’

| reached for the non-existent gun at my side, which, obviously, just made him grin
harder, as he kept handing out alcohol to parents of toddlers.

Because that was the type of party it was.

Almost everyone was talking about their kids, retirement, stock portfolios, vacation
time, and babies.

It was almost too depressing for words.

| had most of those things, but what I’ d always wanted...
A family. Babies,

Maddy.

She shared a sideways glance with me.

| reached for her, but she pulled away and ran full speed toward the pool and did a
giant cannonball.

People cheered.

While | watched as wet, cold water ran down her curvy body. My gaze was so
transfixed on her erect nipples, | was surprised nobody pulled me aside about my



current situation of arousal.

Cold water. Fast.

| chased after her, jumped in...

And felt the warm buzz of alcohol fill my veins as | popped up and saw Max follow,
nuts first, jumping right on top of me.

| ducked, just intime, so | didn’t get aface full of balls.

The guy only laughed once we both popped up.

| swam to Maddy and tugged her against me. “ Stop running.”

“I’'m not.” Her breath came out raspy. “I’'m just... reliving old times. Isn’t that what
you wanted? So we could have closure?’

Why does it feel like she is turning the tables on me?

“Yeah,” | said dowly, “but—"

Her kiss was swift.

Hard.

Fast, and oh, so very punishing.

| plundered her mouth with my tongue like an eager teenager and pinned her against
the side of the pool.



Music filled the air from somewhere outside, pounding into my ears the way | wanted
to pound into her.

| grinned against her lips as she wrapped her legs around my waist.

And then a shadow, in the shape of Reid, cast over the water and started pouring
vodka on our heads from above.

Maddy tilted her head back and opened her mouth, while | leaned in and licked it off
her chin.

People cheered.
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“Guys!” someone yelled. “Keep it down. Someone' s going to call the cops!”

“Cops?’ Max laughed loudly. “I am the law, bitches!” The music blared. “Plus, we
already got our cop here.” He pointed while | took another shot.

The crowd went crazy.

And then Maddy squeezed her thighs.

Y eah, the cops were coming, all right.

“Party Like a Rockstar” came on, just as more classmates jumped in the pool.
Laughing, | kissed Maddy again as the haze of alcohol filled my line of vision.

She stared me down, her eyes needy, her body arching.

| grasped her waist and then brushed my thumb across her right breast. She sucked in
abreath, just like I’ d expected her to do, as | pushed her body against the wall harder,

my length pressed against her, straining for any sort of release it could get.

With wicked intent in her eyes, she reached below the water while music pounded
around us.

Laughter.

Splashing.



And yet, it felt silent in our corner as she tilted her head and said, “Remember senior
year?’

| gulped. “How could | forget?’
“Uh-huh.”
Maddy slid her hand into my pants and gripped me so hard | saw stars, and when she

moved, | braced my hands on either side of her body, resting my head against the
curve of her neck, as | bit into her skin and tried to remember why | wasn’t acting my

age.

Shit.

Ten years.

Three women.

And this one?

This one had the touch I’ d always been trying to replace.

Her fingers gripped around me and pumped harder.

| glanced around the pool in a haze as she jerked me in her hand as if there weren't at
least sixty people partying around us, asif we were alone.

| was seeing stars when she suddenly stopped, right before | was ready to finish. | let
out agrowl and captured her mouth.

Her grip tightened.



| cursed into her mouth and pressed her so hard against the wall it was a miracle my
dick hadn’t pinned her there permanently.

“Areweredly doing this?’ | gave my head a shake. “Maddy...”

“1 love the way you say my name.” She moved her hand up and down.

“Want to be inside you,” | said without thinking, then opened my eyes, ready to
apologize, ready to say something like, “ Sorry, that was inappropriate,” when she was

literaly jerking mein the pool.

She bit down on her lower lip.
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“SHOTS!” Max caled again. “ Shallow end of the pool! Make aline!”

“They’'re making aline.” She released her hand briefly, and then she was back on me
again, guiding me to her core, to the side of her suit.

| shuddered at first contact.
“Y ou gotta be fast.”

“We're drunk. Buzzed, at least,” | said as | moved against her. “People can see.”
Even as| came up with every reason we shouldn’t, | already was.

“Live dangeroudly, Jason.”

It was what |’ d always said to her when | was daring her to do something, something
which almost always ended up with us in detention. Warm water seemed to boil
between our bodies as | pulled her farther into the deep end, toward the alcove of
rocks where we' d often made out when my parents were home, and we didn’t want to
get caught. They’d shielded us just enough to keep us out of view.

| clung to her hand then pressed another kiss to her open mouth when the shadow of
the rocks fell over us. This... | need this, want this. Her wet skin was so dlick. |
wanted to feel her around me, et the memory burn, let the pleasure bring more pain.

“Shit,” | murmured when | realized my mistake. “We don’'t have a—"

“On the pill.” She winked.



“Thank God.” | surged forward, the water waving out from between us, and then |
was pulled into her, sinking deep. And she let me. Her sharp gasp had me rock hard
and needing more, wanting to create a freaking tsunami with each thrust.

Maddy wasn’t just home to me.

Thisfeeling, this thing between us...

It had been my forever.

Our eternity.

| knew | wouldn’t last long.

Not with her.

Not like this.

Uninhibited, with the woman I’d never let go of, the one who was moaning in my
arms and trying to bite down on my neck with each slow thrust.

We were already creating enough waves as it was, and | knew it was only a matter of
time before someone asked where we were, or noticed the fact that there was
unexplained violent splashing coming from the alcove.

“Harder.” She bit my neck again. “Faster.”

“Maddy—" | was losing control so fast it was embarrassing, “—any harder or faster,
and they’ll think a hurricane’ s coming. Besides, | want to last forever.”

“Maybe later you can...”



It was al | needed as | surged forward, pinning her once again, filling her to the hilt
as she let out a gasp and orgasmed around me with tiny bursts of release. And with
each one, my grip on her hips tightened as my body violently vowed never to let her

go.
| would say that it was easy.

But everything about me was still hard as | pumped two more times before falling
silent in the deep end of my parents’ pool, slightly drunk, surrounded by a party full
of people | didn’t remember.

Not one of my finer moments.

Not that | realy cared.

Her eyes were glazed as she stared me down, asif al she needed was one more round
— one more round | was more than willing to give.

“Jason! Maddy! Where are you?’ Max yelled. “Y our turn.”

Maddy shot me ashy grin. “We already went.”

| choked a bit before | slapped her ass, replaced her bikini that had been thrust to the
side, and swam from under the alcove. | motioned for Max. “One more shot. Only
one more.”

“Sure, cop, sure...” Max said.

It was the last thing | remembered.

A likely story where Max was involved...
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chapter twenty-two
“I’m not saying to get your friends drunk so they screw. All I'm saying is — well if
you have no other option, why not try Jack Daniels? Seems to work on The Bachelor
at least ten percent of the time, and when you're already losing, ten percent looks
pretty nice doesn't it?’
~From Max Emory’ s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Maddy

My head pounded as if someone was building a house in my brain. | winced as |
touched my temples and then opened my eyes.

People were spread out everywhere, lying on the grass, snoring, puking. Good times.

Well, we went out to relive high school. This looks like senior year all over again. |
would laugh, but | feel like puking.

A bottle of water appeared in my line of vision, and then Jason was kneeling in front
of me with asmall container whose label indicated it was for said hangover.

Wait. I’d been so angry. And then there' d been shots.
More shots.

The pooal...



My eyes lowered to the jeans he was wearing and what he was hiding behind that
Zipper.

| felt my face heat as | suddenly recalled all the naughty things we'd done in the
water, in public, mere feet from everyone we' d graduated with.

“Tell me nobody saw,” | whispered hoarsely.

“They were too drunk. Besides, we were under the rock alcove,” Jason said softly.
“Now, drink everything.”

My stomach heaved as | chugged half of the water down, grabbed the pills from the
tiny bottle that claimed to heal all hangovers, and chased them with more water.

“Giveit ten minutes.” He peeled off his shirt and handed it to me.

| looked down and groaned. “Did | pass out in thistiny bikini?’

Helicked hislips. “Yeah. Trust me, it wastorture.”

“$0, you're covering me for your sake?’

“That...” he put the shirt over my head, “...and if | see one more married man check
you out, I’m grabbing my gun.”

“Oh.” My cheeks warmed. That was sweet, in its own way.
“You're beautiful, Maddy,” he whispered, pressing a kiss to my forehead. | leaned

into the warmth of his lips, closed my eyes, and just breathed him in, right about the
sametime | heard a horn go off.



It was loud.

Like something you' d hear at a basketball game.

Three gorgeous women — including Jason’s sister — stood, arms crossed, surveying
the damage.

It was obvious what they saw — barely dressed twenty-seven-year-olds lying around
in disarray, beer cans, liquor, straws floating in the pool, not to mention the naked
classmate still grasping the floating unicorn and sobbing about his divorce.

“MAX!” The one with dark hair stepped forward. “WHAT IN THE HELL!?

Max stumbled forward and then gave his head a shake, asif he was trying to sober up
but lacked the ability to follow through without the physical cue. “Becca? You're...”
he swayed so hard to the right, | was afraid he was going to slam his head against the
side of the pool house, “...here! Now we can celebrate!”

“Of course I'm here!” Becca smacked him on the arm. “You drunk-dialed me three
hours ago and said you were drowning!”
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“In acohol,” he mumbled. “But now, perfectly fine.” He shrugged then tried leaning
against the pool house, missed it by a solid foot, and collided with alawn chair and a
pink flamingo. He quickly got to his feet, clutching the neon bird to his chest, with a
guilty look on his face.

Reid emerged from the house, weaving back and forth, and then used a person for
support as he eyed the crowd. He sobered quickly as a gorgeous, curvy woman

stepped forward. “1 expected this of Max, not you.”

Reid gulped and then pointed a finger in Max’s direction. “Jordan?’ he sputtered and
then yelled, “He made me!”

The woman sighed and looked back at Milo.

“Tequisha.” A dlurred voice sounded as Colt rounded the corner with a bottle of Jack
in hand.

“Colt?” Milo gasped.
“To be fair, | think he means tequila. | know nothing of this Tequisha bitch.” Max
nodded encouragingly and then narrowed his eyes at Colt and did an “I’'m watching

you” sort of thing with his hands that basically made him look even more drunk.

Colt dropped the bottle onto the grass and then hid behind Milo and whispered, “He's
the devil.”

“Okay!” Milo clapped her hands and shouted loudly. “Party’s over! Please call an



Uber. If you need to sleep it off, feel free to keep using the lawn, and using the lawn
does not mean you are alowed to hump the garden gnomes.” She cleared her throat.
“Yes, you in the blue shirt? Keep doing that, and I’ m shoving the gnome up your ass.
See how good it feels then!”

“You feel me!” Max shouted asif he was somehow in on it.

Milo shot him a glare and warned, “Not now, Max. Not now.”

“Not now, Max,” he repeated in a soprano-pitched voice then held up his hand for a
high-five from Colton.

“Slap his hand and never get laid again,” Milo said when Colt had his hand mid-air.

Hejerked it back and shook his head, while Max sent an evil look to Milo.

People moaned around us. Only about a dozen pulled out their phones and sloppily
typed in their appsto get aride.

| found my feet, thanks to Jason, and was starting to walk over to the girls when a
pizzatruck pulled up.

And suddenly, everyone was on their feet and running toward it asif it was a reunion
concert for Pearl Jam.

Max crossed his arms. “Works every time.”

“Evil genius,” Reid scoffed then slowly stumbled toward the truck. He grabbed two
boxes and motioned toward the house.

Jason pressed his hand on my back, guiding me toward the patio door, as Reid



dodged inside just ahead of us and placed the boxes on the kitchen table.

Things were alittle blurry after that.

We dll sat down.

Max tossed paper plates.

And then it was just all of us moaning while the sober ones gave us looks of pure
judgment.

Cheese draped down my chin. | sucked it in, wiped my face with a nearby napkin,
and pointed at Max. “He called everyone.”

“Bought the booze,” Colt added.

“Forced tequila.” Reid looked ready to puke as his wife tried to force him to take
another bite in an effort to sober him up.

“Hisfault,” Jason agreed, sounding the least drunk of us all, which had me wondering
just how sober he'd been afew hours before when we' d been in the pool.

| felt my body tingle just thinking about it.

His hand moved to my thigh.



Page 65

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 9:54 am

And thetinglesjust kept coming.

“I'm very disappointed in you.” Becca pointed her cheese-laden pizza at Max. “I
mean, what kind of father are you going to beif you just lead everyone astray?’

Reid choked on his swallow, while Colt stared straight at Becca and said clear as day,
“Take it back!”

“Take what back?’ Becca grabbed her water with one hand then placed her other
hand on her flat stomach. “Are you still drunk?’

Reid gasped.
And Jason made a cross motion, muttering, “ God save us— or it.”
“You're pregnant?’ Milo gasped, then pulled Becca into her arms.

“Yes!” Becca started to tear up while Jordan — who | assumed belonged to Reid,
since the other two were taken — gave him ady smile and winked.

Okay...
“Youtoo?’ | blurted out toward Jordan.

Max took a look at his brother, shrugged, and said, “Those Emory swimmers work
fast.”



Milo gagged.

Colt patted her on the back soothingly, asif he, too, understood the visual depravity it
gave.

“What?' Max shrugged. “It's true. | bet mine even beat Reid’s. If there was a race
between my sperm and his, his would just give up and die while mine would hit—"

He slammed his hands together. “—home—" Another slam. “—every—" Slam.

“*—damn—" Sam. “—time.”

Jason moved his hand from my thigh and covered my eyes. “I’'m sorry you had to
witness that.”

Everyone burst out laughing while | tugged his hand down and smirked.

Max just shrugged and said, “Slam,” again, earning a few tossed napkins in his
direction and a full water bottle from Reid.

Nice.

“You'refull of shit,” Reid sneered. “But also, congrats. That’s awesome, man.”
“Thanks, bro.” Max grinned. “Y ou too.”

“Aw, guys...” Beccawiped under her eyes, “...1 love it when you get a—"

World peace between Max and Reid had lasted about five seconds, and then
suddenly, the earlier thrown water bottle was chucked back toward Reid’'s head by

Max.

He dodged it, and it went soaring...



Into Jason’ s face.

The plastic bottle slammed into his perfect nose and then sprayed all over the table.

“Son of a bitch!” he roared, as blood ran out of his nose. “Seriously, guys? Can we
not have at least one normal meal where someone’ s not trying to kill me?’

Max reached across the table to grab him napkins but, no doubt because of his
drunken state, instead knocked over my Diet Coke and created a brown trail of
bubbly, all the way to Jason’s crotch.

Jason didn't retaliate, or even make a noise, just sat there and stared daggers at the
man responsible for it, as the entire thing emptied on the front of his shorts and blood

trickled from his chin.

Becca jerked Max back while | grabbed the napkins and held them out to Jason, his
eyes still on Max as he took them and patted his chin.

“You missed alittle.” Max pointed, but Becca slapped his hand down.
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“Thanks,” Jason said in atense voice.

“Anytime, man. What are friends for?” Max said all casual-like, as if he wasn’t the
reason for global warming or, at least, for Jason’s chaotic state.

“$S0...” Milo cleared her throat, “...you four need to go clean up the back yard.”
“Four?’ Max crossed hisarms. “There were five of us.”

| shook my head. “ Traitor.”

“That rock alcove looked mighty fun...” Max grinned while | let out a horrified gasp.

Before | knew it, afork was flying toward Max’s face. He ducked, just before it stuck
into the wall behind him. “Jason Caro!” Max yelled. “Y ou nearly beheaded me!”

“It dlipped.”

“MY ASS!” Max surged to his feet.

“Let’s use al this energy for clean up,” Becca said cheerfully, slapping Max on the
ass and pointing him toward the back door. “Off you go, or I'm canceling naked
time.”

Max pouted. “But—"

“One, two—"



“I"'M NOT A CHILD, BECCA!” Max roared, then stomped out of the house.

The rest of the guys begrudgingly followed.

“Huh,” | wondered aloud. “Does that work on all men?’

“Oh, the countdown?’ Milo answered for Becca. “Colt says it gives him anxiety in
hisballs.”

“Reid likes it when I’'m dominant like that.” Jordan just sighed into her bottled water.
“You never know though,” Becca piped up. “Jason might be all over that. | used it
once on Max. One time, and he did the dishes for aweek naked because he was afraid

of what happened after three.”

We dll fell into afit of laughter as the back door opened and Max poked his head
around the corner. “| HEARD THAT!”

“THREE!” Beccayelled.

Complete silence.
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chapter twenty-three

“When a woman starts counting, you only have one choice, you get naked, and you
do whatever she says — nobody wants to know what’ s after three. Nobody.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Jason

“So—" Max cleared his throat awkwardly, “—never knew you could do it in a pool,
and so fast. Inquiring minds would like to know.”

Reid and Colt both stopped picking up trash and looked up, smug expressions on
their faces, as Max leaned against his rake.

“Was it your lack of... skill? Or was the water just really putting up a fight for your
initial, uh, entry.”

“Max.” My teeth clenched. “Listen very carefully. | am the law. | will end you and
make it look like an accident with planted evidence and enough cocaine to make you
New Haven’' s biggest pimp. Don't, just... don't.”

“1’ve never done cocaine.” Max seemed thoughtful. “I think it would be bad for my
heart.”

“You're like the lovechild of Barney from How | Met your Mother and Schmidt from
New Girl — but with a severe cocaine addiction and no warning bell.”



“Hal” Helaughed. “No, but serioudly... drugs are bad.”

| groaned.

“Man has apoint,” Colt spoke up. “How long did you disappear for? One, maybe two
minutes?’

“Bullshit!” | roared. “It was at least seven!”

“Seven, seven, seven.” Max started humping the rake. “Oh, sorry. | was thinking of
the Friends episode where Monica draws the graph — funny, since | have my own
graph. Maybe you should look at it. Might change your life.”

“1 don’t need a damn graph!”

“Quick!” Max dropped the rake and crossed hisarms. “What's atwo, three, six?’

| stared — | mean, really stared — wondering if | was about to be witness to one of
Max’s brain cells exploding out of his ear. “What the hell are you talking about?’

Reid raised his hand.

“No!” | jabbed afinger at him. “I call bullshit on Max.”

Colt cleared his throat, then looked guiltily away, while Max just grinned and said,
“Or how about atriple-seven?’

Reid actually groaned.

“You don’t have agraph.” |1 shook my head. “And even if you did, I’m not looking at
it!”



“Changed. Colt’s. Life.” Max winked.

“YOU SWORE!" Colt picked up the rake from the ground and pointed it at Max’s
lifted hands. “ON THE BIBLE!”

“First off, | had my fingers crossed behind my back. Second, | lied. It wasn't my
Grandma s Bible. It was an old copy of The Hobbit, still sacred, still doesn’t count.”

Reid snorted out alaugh.

“Like you never looked at it,” Max taunted.

Reid shifted on his feet and coughed. “Maybe once or twice.”

“He hasit memorized,” Colt offered.
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| looked at the three of them.

Is this what marriage does to men? Makes them gossip about graphs and sexual
positions over beer instead of watching football like a normal person?

“It'slaminated,” Max added in a cheerful voice. “Waterproof.”

| wiped my face with my hands and said in a gruff voice, “I’m an incredible sexual
partner.”

“Two minutes—" Reid coughed.

“It'sbeen awhile!” | fired back. “All right?’

It slipped.

My confession.

| had their attention.

“1 think | want to see the graph now,” | muttered.

“No, let’s stay in this safe circle of trust,” Max said soothingly. “How long, exactly?
Arewe talking days... months...”

| looked away.



“.years?’

“Year,” | snapped. “I’ve been busy, thanks to you.”

“Ah yes, my signs.” Max nodded slowly. “But really, can’t you at least squeeze in a
few one-night stands? A year? That's... Well, Jason, | hate to say it, but you're like
the male version of being pregnant. It’s just no fun — no acohol, no soft cheeses, no
comfort in bed. Look at you! You're past nine months and can’'t even see your
ankles! Shit, man! Pull yourself together.”

“You lost me at pregnant,” Colt added.

“Same,” Reid and | said in unison.

Max sighed. “Come on, it’s graph time.”

“What about the mess?’ | looked around the littered lawn.

“Even prisoners get bathroom breaks,” Max muttered.

“Been to prison much?’ | laughed.

“We' ve been over this. No more empty threats, Jason, especially when I’'m about to
changeyour life.”

Colt rubbed his hands together while Reid jogged after us.

The house was quiet except for the low hum of the TV.

Huh, maybe the girls went out?



We rounded the corner and walked down the hall and into my dad’ s old office. All of
his things were still in their place. It was the one room | hadn’t touched, because |
didn’t have the heart to mess with the crown molding. His large mahogany desk filled
half the room, and his leather chair made a squeaking noise when Max dropped into it
and then felt underneath the desk asif he was searching for a key.

“The graph’s here?’ | tapped the glass top.

Max looked dlightly guilty as he felt around and then pulled out an honest-to-God
laminated graph with a woman drawn on it, numbers on her body, complete with a
color-coded key to the right, typed out like a freaking worksheet. “Your dad found
Colt’s copy then got curious. What? I’'m a giver. | let him have the original, and he
hid it from your fox of a mom and told her he’'d just been working out more and
reading her Cosmo at night.”

“Stop.” | squeezed my eyes shut. “Just stop.”

“What?" he laughed. “They’re old, not dead. Am | right? Plus, that mom of yours has
sexy legs—"



Page 69

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 9:54 am
113 M ax! ”
“Fine.” He dlid the graph cross the table. “Welcome to the Promised Land, my friend.
Eat, eat, eat.” He stopped chanting and then pointed to the numbers. “May | suggest
starting slowly? Maybe with a one, seven, one, so you' re stimulating both her breasts
and her—"
“Thisiswhat hell must belike,” | interrupted.

“Don’'t be aprude, Jason. Real men ask for help. That's what we are, real men!”

Real men looking at a graph on how to please a woman. A graph made by Max.
Friggin’ genius.

God, | hate him sometimes.
A knock sounded at the door, and then it cracked open.

And like a room full of middle schoolers caught with a Playboy, all of us fumbled
around until | finally just sat on the desk on top of the graph and exhaled.

The door opened.
“What's— What's... up?’ | drummed my fingers against the glass covering the desk.

“Wow! Two what’s?’ Milo’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you guys in Dad’ s office?’



“Strategizing,” Max said in a clear voice. “Why else would we be in here? | mean...
he started to nervous laugh, “...it"’s not like we're looking at porn!”

“That would be weird,” Reid added with another burst of laughter.

“Max...” she crossed her arms, “...why’s Jason sweating?’

“How the hell do | know? Maybe he has an STD from chlorine?’

“Huh?’ Milo squinted.

“Max, stop talking,” | said in a hushed voice. “ Anyway, we should probably get back
to work.”

“Yup!” Reid agreed, too quickly, while Colt stretched his arms and yawned, walking
past Milo asif he hadn’t gotten advice on how to please her from another guy.

While my sister watched them leave, | did the paper out from behind me with my
fingers.

Max jerked it and hid it on his person.

Milo stopped us at the door. She cleared her throat then held out her hand.

Max hung his head then slowly pulled the sheet out from under his shirt and handed it
to her.

“Good boy.” She patted him on the head. “ And you missed eight.”

“THE HELL | DID!” he roared.



She just winked and said, “It was a later addition. Y ou can thank Colt for that one.”

“Son of abitch one-upped me?’ He stomped away, yelling Colt’s name and shouting
something about pistols at dawn.

“How you holding up?’ Milo asked, her eyes serious.

| sighed. “I’m good.”

“You look stressed.”

“I’m always stressed.”
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“She’s back,” Milo said softly.

| gulped and braced myself against the doorway. “Y eah, caught that.”

“Just...” she squeezed my arm, “...if you need me, or need to talk... I'm here.”
“l know.” | bent down and kissed her forehead. “Loveya, Sis.”

“Hey, Jason...” she reached out and grasped my hand, “please... be careful, all
right?’

Too late.

“Sure,” | lied, and walked away feeling asif time was already against me.
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chapter twenty-four

“The Graph will be available in PDF form on the Max Emory website, as well as
available in the back of the book. Might | suggest printing two copies just in case?
And trust me, you really do want to get that bad boy laminated. Hell, | know a few
that have it framed; it’s sacred, anything sacred deserves your tender loving care, just
like your penis.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Maddy

| wasn't sure how Milo would treat me. | mean, the last time | saw her, I’d been
getting ready to run away from her brother.

From afamily who had always felt like my own.

I’d expected her to ask me why, not offer a glass of wine while we all sat outside and
watched the guys work.

Becca cupped a hand around her mouth and yelled, “ Take your shirts off!”
Max scowled. “I’m not an animal, Becca.”
“You literally asked meto call you tiger last week when—"

“BECCA!” Max actually blushed and then, with jerky movements, pulled his shirt



over his head. “ There. Happy?’

| sucked in a breath; the man had an impressive pair of abs, which was all sorts of
confusing, since he seemed like the type of guy who was allergic to exercise.

| was probably gaping because Becca looked over at me and just shook her head in
obvious disbelief. “I gain weight from Diet Coke, and that one literally spent a week
eating nothing but Krispy Kreme and actually gained an extraab.”

“Bastard,” | huffed.

“And he sits. He sits al day long. Y eah, he goes for runs, but he’s not running for the
sake of running. He's running to practice for the zombie apocalypse, his words, not

mine.”

Milo choked out a laugh. “You should have seen him in college. He used to tree-
dodge in case they’ d learned how to hide on the branches.”

Beccajust sighed out, “Gottalove him.”

Colt peeled his shirt off next.

Milo whistled while he did alittle Magic Mike dance her direction.

A pain dliced down my chest. | wanted that. | wanted... a relationship. | wanted...
something.

And al | had was my stupid heart reminding me that I’ d had it.

And let it go.



Jason didn’t take off his shirt.

And it felt uncomfortable saying something in front of Milo; she was being kind to
me, but | knew if the situations were reversed, I’d be pulling her hair out and shoving
her into the pool.

| was protective of my family.

My friends.

Not that she wasn't.

Maybe she was just more mature.

“Reid, Jason!” Jordan called. “Don’t be the only losers clothed. Take it off!” She
tapped on The Weekend.

Jason flipped us all off for at least five seconds, earning boos, and then finally
relented and pulled off his shirt. Reid followed suit.
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“1 think my heart just stopped.” Jordan fanned herself. “Those men are lethal. It's
almost unfair.”

“1 agree,” Milo piped up. “But Jason... | mean, | get that everyone was in love with
him and Colt in high school, blah, blah, blah, but he looks so much better now, like
he finally filled out, became a man. Right, Maddy?’

| choked on my spit, pounded my chest, and finally bit out an airy, “Yeah.”

Milo grinned. “He got addicted to lifting weights the way people get addicted to pie.
It' s kind of stupid how much muscle he has.”

“I"'m sure he' s lethal,” Becca added, “you know, on the force and other places...”
| felt my cheeks heat as | chugged more wine. Is it unreasonably hot out here?
Milo started fanning my face.

| hung my head. “That obvious?’

“Girl...” Jordan refilled my glass, “...they can see your lust from space.”

We fdll into fits of laughter as the guys finished cleaning up.

“Yeah...” | shrugged, “...1 can’t help it. Look at him.”

Jason’s skin was bronzed from the sun. There wasn't one muscle that he hadn't



completely beaten into submission and grown. Hell, | wasn't even sure | could find
an inch of fat on that man's body — but I'd love the opportunity to do a little
research.

Visions of his mouth on mine, his hands in my hair, assaulted my brain until | was
drooling over him like aloser with my mouth open.

His tongue had been hot.

His hands firm as he’d gripped my hips, as if he'd known just how to handle me and
had wanted to throw me around a hit.

| sighed.

“Can | ask you something?’ Milo said quietly.

“Sure.” | was sure | knew what was coming. | sucked in a breath, braced myself, and
waited.

“Why did you run?’

The girls were silent, each of them staring at me, waiting for the whole sordid tale,
when there really wasn't one, just like there wasn't a great reason other than my own
Insecurities about our future.

| hated myself more in that moment than | ever had.

Because my future had been in front of me.

My love.



And I'd turned on it and hadn’t allowed myself to ook back for ten years.

Jason deserved better than what | had to offer. I'd known it then. | knew it now.
“Sometimes, we do stupid things, make decisions for other people based on what we
think will happen. Jason loved me without a plan. | left him because | needed one in
order to feel secure, and the last thing | wanted was for us to be eighteen-year-olds
without a college education, a home, a future. | didn’t want to end up like my mom.”
There, I'd said it. | didn’t tell them about the whispers I’d heard from other students
about being alocal girl and ending up just like my mom. | was too ashamed.

And | was aready feeling like the worst daughter by mentioning my mom.

She’ d done everything for me.

Never anything for herself.

Had kids, didn’t go to school, never worked a day in her life outside the home, and
my biggest fear had been turning out just like her.
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And resenting him, and our love, because of it.

“And now that you're back? She hadn't probed further about my mom, but
something told me she knew it wasn't her place. This was between me and Jason...
and the chasm of hurt that filled each year I'd ignored where I’ d left my heart.

In his hands.

“I’m back to take care of Annabelle here.” | swallowed the ache in my throat. “My
sister isn't in the picture anymore, and it was getting too hard to do it on my own, so
we moved back in with Mom and Dad. | was an editor for a while, but it didn’t pay
enough, and with Annabelle in school and me trying to be the mom more often than
not, it just wasn't in the plan.” I’d left out the part about my sister randomly leaving
for days on end, or my favorite... leaving her little girl aone in the hallway of my
apartment building to wait for me to get home. Terror filled me just thinking about it.

“That's it!” Max yelled. “We're done being your slaves. Feed us, or suffer the
consequences!”

And just like that, the moment was broken.
And | was so thankful | could have cried.
| glanced over at my house.

Mom was outside with Annabelle, watering the plants. I’ d been gone most of the day;
it was about time | went home.



| slowly got to my feet and went back into the house, careful to clean the wine goblet
before grabbing my purse and making my way toward the door.

“Leaving without saying goodbye?’

Jason's deep voice caused every hair on my body to stand on end in a magnetic,
please-keep-talking way.

| looked over my shoulder and smiled.

Why does he have to be so good-looking? So commanding that the room stands at
attention waiting for his next few words?

“1’ve been gone for awhile, and Annabelle gets grumpy if she doesn’t see me.”
“When's her bedtime?’ He moved closer.

| frowned. “What?’

“Answer the question.”

He was crowding me, making it impossible not to smell his cologne, and the mint
gum on his breath, and feel the heat from his body. “Um...” | felt dizzy in his
presence. “...eight. | read her a story at eight, and she goes to sleep. Why?’
“Eight-thirty, it is.” He leaned down and kissed my cheek.

“But...” | frowned, “...if | remember correctly, after our first kiss and our skinny-

dipping episode, which we didn’'t really—" My voice fatered. “We're still doing
that? Didn’t the whole...” | gulped, “...you know...”



“No, you should spell it out, sweat a bit more, and keep looking at the button on my
jeans like it’s going to fly off at any minute.” He grinned.

| pressed a hand to my hot face. “| meant—"

“Eight-thirty.” He bent near and kissed my neck. “Don’t be late.”

“Wouldn't dream of it.” | breathed a sigh of relief when he walked away, only to be
crushed with mounting anxiety as | walked back to my house and noticed that the
chalk line he’ d always kept drawn on the cement was almost gone.

| tried not to let it upset me.

But it was impossible.

He had been my world.

And now, we were living worlds apart.
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chapter twenty-five

“Be the bigger man, even if it means you look like a complete tool. I’ve been the
bigger man all my life. Now look at me... total tool, but alas, | got the girl.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Jason

It was a warm summer night. Everyone was in the house cooking, drinking wine, and
hanging out.

My foot still throbbed, but other than that, | wasn't really feeling any pain.

Maybe it was because of Maddy.

Maybe it was the pool.

Or maybe it was just that all of my friends were back in one place, Max not included.
Or maybe...

| eyed her bedroom window.

How many times had | crawled up the side of the house and stolen a kiss? Or just
held her while we slept in her bedroom?



Her light was on.

| imagined her lying on her back, on her favorite white down comforter, and staring
up at the fake stars I’ d put on her ceiling.

Onefor every twinkleI’d seen in her eyes.

Meaning, I’ d stuck three hundred stars up above her.

And made her swear never to take them down. Were they still there? Staring down at
her? Protecting her when | couldn’t?

My gut clenched. | had no idea what | was doing. The anger was still ssimmering, but
every time tried to grasp it, it was amost asif it had turned from something liquid to
steam, rising through my fingers until | was left with nothing.

My pride had stung when she’ d | eft.

My heart had broken in pieces when she’ d chosen him.

Levi Tice hadn’t been back in town for years, but | still remembered the day he'd
gotten in trouble with the law. | had not only arrested him for public drunkenness, but
had jabbed afew good hitsin — pure self-defense.

“The great Jason Caro!” he dlurred. “Hey, weren't you supposed to go to some big
school? Play ball? Did the lure of donuts hold you back? Or were you just waiting for
Maddy? She ain’t coming, man. Trust me. That girl was meant for bigger things than

awashed-up quarterback.”

Each word had been like a punch to the gut.



I’d actually chosen to do online courses and go to the police academy because it had
been an actual passion — and because passions changed. I'd loved football, but I'd
known | could never make a career out of it, and my body was aready seeing the
effects of seven different concussions. So, I’d made a choice.

From the outside, maybe it had appeared that | was waiting for her.

Maybe, I’ d never stopped.

| checked the clock on the wall. Eight-thirty on the dot.

With a deep breath, | moved through the house and opened the front door. The sticky
summer heat smelled like barbecues and beer. Gravel crunched beneath my feet as |
slowly limped toward her house.

Maddy was already there, waiting.

And she was on her knees, drawing a pink chalk line across the cement like we used
to do.
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“Nice color choice.” | crossed my arms.
She grinned up at me. “Real men wear pink.”
“Real men shouldn’t,” | smirked.

She just laughed and dropped the piece of chalk back onto the ground then rubbed her
hands together. “ So, what’ s the plan?’

“It's eight-thirty,” | whispered then took a step toward her.
She'd changed into a pair of black leggings, Nikes, and a black hoodie. She looked
athletic, cute, still beautiful. | inhaled her scent and then took another step closer,

until we were toe to toe. “What happened every night at eight-thirty?’

Maddy’ s eyes seemed to drink mein. | wanted to dive my hands into her strawberry-
blond curls and pull them close to seeif they still smelled like coconut lime verbena

“A kiss goodnight.” She finally got the more than two words out, her eyes filling with
unshed tears as she looked between the chalk line and my lips.

| had no idea what the hell we were doing now, where the line began, where it ended.
| didn’t know if she would walk away after this, or if we really would get closure, and

lay our demonsto rest.

But | needed it — | needed her.



We were both sober.

She could say no.

| could yell and tell her | hated her for breaking my heart.

The world could also end, and Max could be voted president.

But in that moment, nothing mattered but her kiss, her mouth on mine. The moment
her lips pressed against my lips, | prayed for time to stop so | could hold on to the
second that things felt right again.

My heart soared in my chest.

Thiswasn’t giving me closure.

This was making me want something dangerous.

It was making me want Maddy.
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chapter twenty-six
“Life is easier when you finally come to the conclusion that it’s probably your fault
— whatever it is— and there’s only one way to fix it. Take a long, hard look in the
mirror, and start making better choices so you're not immediately ashamed of your
own damn reflection.”
~From Max Emory’ s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Maddy

My heart hurt.

His lips were smooth, which just reminded me of how sharp the pain had been when
I’d sat in that car and drove with Levi into the city.

| sent aquick text to my mom to let her know that | was okay.
Itwasalie.
| didn’t count the tears; there were too many.

And Levi’s constant optimism didn’t help either. I’d chosen him because I’ d trusted
him, because | knew he wouldn’t ask questions or hit on me.

There was no way to explain an actual broken heart to a person. Words for that
feeling don’t exist in the human language.



The worst part of leaving Jason was that | expected him to jump into his truck and
tear after us.

Hedidn't.

He stood till, unlike time.

And faded into my past, just like his figure faded from the rearview mirror.

| never heard from him again.

Suddenly angry, | jerked away from him, shoving against his chest.

He stumbled back a bit on his hurt foot and winced. “What the hell was that?’

Now | wasreally pissed. “You never chased me!”

“What?’ He threw hishands up in the air. “ Are you serious right now?’

“Y ou— you just— stood there! You were in track. You could have chased me, could
have forced me to come back. Y ou could have driven into the city and burned down
my apartment to get my attention. You just...” saty tears hit my lips, “...stood
there.”

Jason hung his head. “1 was in shock, Maddy. | had proposed to you twenty-four
hours before you hopped into a car with Levi. No explanation. You just left!” His

chest heaved as he clenched his hands into fists.

“Because | was afraid! But that doesn’t mean I’ d wanted to! That doesn’t mean things
wouldn’t have been different if you hadn’t just choked!”



“Choked!” he roared. “What damn part of this aren’t you getting, Maddy? You left
me! With one of my best friends! What the hell did you think was going to happen?
That 1’d force you to come back? How many hits do you think my pride needs? My
mom had already sent the engagement news to the local paper. It ran the next day,
while | sat alone in my room staring at the fucking ring I’ d saved for years to buy for
you!”

More tears spilled in rapid succession down my cheeks as he yelled, as he forced me
into his pain.

“I wouldn't leave my room.” Jason looked away; his voice had a hitch to it as if he
was either choking up, or trying not to. “I just stared at pictures of us and wondered if
it had all been alie —if you even cared — because you don’t throw away forever in
an instant.”

My heart slowed as he lifted his hands and put them behind his head then kicked the
pink chalk with his good foot.

“You broke my heart, Maddy. I’ ve never hated, and loved, someone so much in my
entire existence.”

“l was afraid.” My voice was small, unsure.

“Of us?’ he asked.



Page 77

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 9:54 am

“Of hating you like you hate me now... of coming home one day and forgetting why
| was so lucky to have you by my side... of resenting staying home at eighteen, not
going to NY U, not experiencing — anything. | was afraid of our future. And then the
whispers about us being another local couple that bites the dust. That same night,
Liza overheard someone asking if | was pregnant; it was just too much. All of it was
too much, too soon. And | thought, ‘Is this just some fantasy we' d both conjured up,’
and then when you didn’t chase me...”

“So, you threw it away,” he answered, in the silence as the sun set around us,
blanketing everything in dusk.

“My mom...” | tucked my hair behind my ear, “...she's... as happy as she's capable
of being, but she's... I've aways been...” | frowned when Jason came closer and
held out his hand. | took it and continued, “...afraid, | guess, that | would end up just
like her — no education, no career. Funny, since | ended up just like her anyway,
only worse, because I’'m living in my old bedroom.”

Jason tilted my chin with his right hand. “Maddy, futures don’t just happen. You
choose them, and those choices are like rocks that line your path. You planned that
path perfectly, but left me off it by assuming | wanted to settle, when al | ever saw as
| looked at you — was my greatest adventure.”

My body jerked to attention as my mouth dropped open then closed. “I—" Tears
burned my eyes. “—I’m so sorry, Jason...”

His lips were on my face.



Kissing one cheek.

Kissing the other.

Caressing my forehead with his mouth as he whispered against my skin, “It's been a
long day. Why don’t you go lie down?’

| nodded, not trusting myself to say anything more.

Not trusting my body not to fall into old habits and just cling to him for support and
strength.

Not trusting my heart to stay where it belonged, but instead, jump out of my chest and
beg to be held.

The air around me was silent as | slowly walked back to the house and wondered
what reason |I'd ever had for being upset that he hadn’t chased me.

When he'd just made it painfully clear...

It had never once occurred to him that he would ever have to.
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chapter twenty-seven

“When the world seems against you, it probably is, so put on your big-boy pants, take
a shot, and make the world your bitch, but only after recognizing it's always been
your oyster.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Jason

| stared at her house a few more seconds before turning around to the sound of
clapping.

Max was leaning against the door. He picked up his wine glass from the ground along
with the bottle and lifted them to me. “Might | suggest some vino after that little...
outburst?’

| snorted and took the bottle. “Y ou heard?’

Max whistled. “Y our grandma heard, and she's in a home, hours outside of the city,
with apair of noise-canceling headphones and an addiction to Riverdale.”

“Noise-canceling headphones?’ | just had to ask.
“Oh, | never forget Christmas, and she's such a good receiver — just ask Reid.” He

winked while | literally felt my balls tingle with fear. A few years ago, the woman
had attacked Reid with nothing short of super-human strength and a tube of



ChapsStick. She was basically the poster grandma for good-touch-gone-bad.

The guy till had nightmares — just another thing Max liked to discuss in his book
and also, film for hisblog.

“l didn’t chase her,” | admitted out loud, “but | was in shock, and by the time the
shock wore off, | was so pissed, so angry, so sad—"

Max pulled mein for ahug. “Get it out, big guy.”

| shoved him away, causing wine to slosh out of the goblet. “I’m not hugging it out.
I’'m still pissed. I’ m confused. I' m—"

“Horny.” Max nodded. “Because you’ ve tasted, and now you' re addicted.”

He wasn't wrong.

“But probably a bad idea to do that again until you have all this shit cleared up
between you guys. Sex rarely makes things easier.”

| just stared at him in shock. “I hate it when you make sense.”

“Read my book!” He threw one hand up in the air. “Seriousy, I’'m your best
friend—"

“Colt’s my best friend.”

“—s0 you should have already read it, memorized it, and left a five-star review on
Amazon. Serioudly, that’s how you feed authors. Y ou give them stars.”

“Stars,” | repeated, my mind wandering to Maddy, lying in her room, looking up at



the stars. My curiosity was killing me to find out if they were still there.

“Staaaaars...” Max dragged out the word. “You know, the things in the sky...” he
pointed up, then sighed, “...at least, during the night.”

“Yeah.” If she'd kept the stars, did that mean she still felt something? Hell, | was
acting like | was ateen again. Circle yes or no!

“Look...” Max wrapped his free arm around me, “...it sounds like she freaked out,
bolted, and that you, in all your anger and — let’s admit it — pride, decided to just
move on to the next psychotic bitch who gave you bedroom eyes.”

“Jane?’

“SHHH!” Max shoved me away. “Do you want her to appear?’

| frowned. “ She livesin the city now.”

“Doesn’'t matter.” Max trembled. “Never matters.” He grabbed the wine glass and
threw its contents over his shoulder. “Let’s just hope this vino works like salt, since it

contains alcohol.”

“None of what you just said makes sense,” | pointed out.
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“1 can't be brilliant all the time. Even God got aday.”
And back to making sense again.

“You guys have one more day to get your closure,” Max explained, “but might |
suggest another option?’

“You'll share, eveniif | say no.”
“Only abest friend would know me that well.”
He smiled while | cursed myself for having spoken.

“You could always kiss and make up, ride off into the sunset, or... grab the ring |
know you probably kept in the left side of your underwear drawer, and propose.”

“Back up. How the hell did you know that?”

“Best friends.” He grinned and then grabbed the bottle of wine from my hands. “And
| got bored and snooped. Didn’t take you for a man-thong sorta guy, but if that’s what
gets your gun al snappy, who am | to judge?’

| groaned. “It was a gag gift!”

“The tag was off.”

“There never was atag!”



“Dude, calm down. | don’t judge. You should see what’s in Reid’s drawer. Actualy,
it’sunder his bed. The spreader bar didn't fit in the drawer.”

“Thanks, man.” Reid appeared in the doorway and gave his head a shake. “ So cool of
you to hack into my Amazon account and send me screenshots of all my own
purchases while on set.”

Max shrugged. “Not my fault the director was looking over your shoulder when | sent
the shot of the Zip Ties and Fifty Shades Y our Way, Mr. Grey.”

“It was for Jordan.”

“Good sexual appetites are never reason for judgment.” Max held up his hands
innocently. “At any rate, thisisn't about Reid’ s weird 2:00 am. Amazon purchases of
sex toys, or even about my ability to hack his account every time he changes his
password. It's about Jason either getting closure, or getting his girl.”

Colt poked his head outside. “Y ou bitches gossiping?’

“l am APPALLED!” Max pointed at him. “I’ ve never been anyone’ s bitch—"

“Max!” Beccayelled, and honest-to-God, the man jumped into the air and ran into the
house so fast he almost tripped over the rug.

“Sometimes | think we just keep him around for the constant entertainment,” Colt
said to himself and then gave me the look — the look best friends give other best
friends when they have free advice to offer. “Jason...” he rubbed his lips together,
“...1 think— Wow, I"'m going to need to ask you to run me over with your truck later,
but | think Max has a point.” Air whooshed out as he slapped his chest with his hand.
“Why was that so damn hard to say?’



“The universe doesn't like it when we take his side.” Reld shuddered as a swift
summer wind picked up.

None of us moved.

It stopped immediately and we all sighed in relief.

“My point exactly,” Reid muttered. “And as much as | hate myself for agreeing...
why not see what's there? | mean, the reunion’s tomorrow night. You guys still

clearly have chemistry...”

The wind picked up again. And | had the sudden urge to duck and cover to avoid
more lightning.

“Go, young grasshopper!” Max was back in the doorway with Becca behind him.
“Find your truth!”

Becca groaned, while Colt and Reid just shrugged and nodded toward her bedroom
window.

“And try to be romantic.” Max snorted. “None of this almost-getting-hit-by-a-car-or-
lightning-strike shit. Also...” he pointed to the house, “...real men climb.”

“Climb?’ | repeated.
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The guys all grinned.
“Find yourself some rocks, then search around for your balls, since you've clearly
lost them,” Max smiled wide, “and shimmy up that damn house and tell her how
much you’ ve missed her, and then, when she' s primed, naked and—"

Becca clapped a hand over his mouth and winked at me.

With a sigh, | waved to everyone and limped across the chalk line and onto their
property.

It was a little after nine, now. The lights were dim in her room as | knelt, grabbed a
few rocks, and tossed them up at her window.

The curtains pulled apart.

And then the window was raised, and she poked her head out. “Jason?’

“Can | come up?’

“You aren’'t ateenager anymore, Jason. What if you fall and break a hip?’ she teased,
leaning over the windowsill with nothing on but a white racerback tank and a wide
smile that had my body tightening in all the wrong places, if | was going to attempt
climbing to her second-story window. Her white teeth sucked in her bottom lip as

tendrils of strawberry-blond kissed her shoulders.

Like hell was | going to stay on the grass a second longer.



“You've got this!” Reid.

“1 believein you!” Max.

| muttered a curse and started scaling the tree outside her window like | used to in
high school. | was stronger now, so pulling myself up to the first branch was cake;
though somewhere in my heavy, lust-filled brain | realized that 1I'd been struck by
lightning, so maybe climbing a tree and stumbling across an old roof hadn’t been the
smartest choice | could have made, but she was smiling at me, and | could see in her
bedroom window, and it just felt — right.

| stepped away from the tree and onto the roof.

Easy street.

| sent her awink as | took another step.

And then made it all the way to her window without falling through the roof or
tumbling off it.

“The universe agrees!” Max yelled.

“What's this about the universe?’ Maddy asked, holding out her hand as | ducked
into her bedroom.

“Ignore him. He used to buy holy water in bulk, just in case my ex came back to
haunt him.”

“Serioudly?’

| nodded. “Yeah, but | think he just wanted an excuse to put in a bulk order from the



Vatican.”

She laughed.

“I"'m serious!” | did aslow circle.

The posters were gone from the walls, and the pink had been covered over with a
mute tan that made the room look more grown up. Everything was different.

A jolt of disappointment hit me as | tried to keep my smile in place when uneasiness
pulsed through me.

Nothing was the same.

What the hell had | been thinking?

That 1 would crawl through that window like old times and step into my senior year
with Maddy?

| sighed and sat down on her bed then said the only thing | could say that made sense,
“I missed climbing into your window.”
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“1 missed watching you climb.” She sat down on the bed next to me and put her hand
on my thigh. “But | think | missed you more.”

“You think?’

She grinned. “Maybe atiny, small bit more.”

With asigh, | lay back and put my hands behind my head then let out alittle gasp as
the hundreds of stars twinkled down at me in all their cheap glory, right along with a
picture of Maddy and me at prom.

She cleared her throat. “I didn’t... | couldn’t...”

| gripped her hand tightly. “Y ou kept them.”

“They’re apart of me,” she whispered.

| squeezed my eyes shut.

“ Jason?’

“Yeah.” | kept them closed, afraid if | opened them, I’ d see her, see how beautiful she
was, and do something insane like try to seduce her in her old bedroom with her

parents sleeping across the hall.

“1 know ten yearsisalong time. | know that you can’'t possibly forgive me for what |
did... But do you think maybe you can try? So we can be friends again?’



My eyes snapped open, locking on hers as | whispered, “No.”

Her face fell.

“Yes to the forgiveness, yes to moving on, yes to everything, but, Maddy, | can't —
nor will | ever be ableto — be just your friend.”

She swallowed slowly as her eyes darted between my mouth and my eyes.

| leaned up on my elbow then reached for her with my free hand. | tugged her close,
until our foreheads touched. “Forgive me for not chasing you with every ounce of
strength | had, for not screaming your name until you came back. Forgive me for
letting my anger and hurt cripple me into less of a man. Forgive me?’

Tears welled in her eyes as she nodded her head yes. Her breath fanned against my
face; she smelled like coconut. Her skin felt hot and smooth. | cupped her cheek and
closed my eyes. “I’m going to kiss you now, and then I’'m going to go so | don't do
something | can’'t take back.”

“You aready did something you can’'t take back,” she pointed out. “Or at least we
did. What’ s one more time?’

| groaned. “I’ve never had self-control when it comes to you, Maddy, and now that
we're adults and we make our own choices, my self-control is even less because |
don’t give a shit if your parents walk in on me licking between the valley of your
breasts while squeezing one of your nipples between my fingers, just to hear your
sharp intake of breath. | really don’t. But | would hate a repeat of last time...”

She shoved me and laughed. “When my dad chased you with a shotgun?’

“l amost died that day!” | said, earning a pillow to the face. “Do you know how



freaked out | was? | literally hid in the tree house for five hours while he searched for
my body with a gun, flashlight, and one of his hunting dogs — all of this because |
was making out with you in the basement!”

“Hey now.” She laughed harder. “Y ou had your hands up my shirt.”

“They were cold.”

“ Sticking with the same story, huh?”

“It'sironclad. He couldn’t prove they weren't cold, and he couldn’t prove your body
waswarm.” | shrugged. “Damn, | was even a good cop back then.”

She tilted her head, a wide smile forming across her lips. “You were a lot of good
things, Jason. Still are.”

| leaned in and brushed a kiss across her soft lips then stood, trying like hell not to
show her how hard | was for her, how much | wanted to slam that bed against the
wall, pin her body against the mattress, and forget about the world.

“Maddy?’ Her dad called her name.

| felt actual fear of her father even at twenty-seven.

With another quick peck, | was out the window and walking back to the tree. | was
almost to the first branch when | heard his voice get louder, as if he was ready to look

out through the curtains, and when he finally did, | was under the cover of multiple
branches.
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“1 heard voices,” he said in that same voice that, to this day, gave me chills, and |
loved the guy. He ate breakfast at the diner every morning with his paper and cup of
coffee and, most days, even bought me my own breakfast.

But when it came to his daughter?

| was still eighteen.

And he still had agun.

Then again, so did I.

“Hello?’ he called out the window.

“Daddy,” Maddy said in an annoyed voice, “| was on the phone with Liza. Seriously,
go back to bed.”

“Hmmm.” He pulled the window down with ajerk.

| exhaled and waited a few minutes, trying to guess what she felt, where this was
really going, then turned on my hesl.

And walked right into a body.
| knew that smell.

| knew that body.



| looked into his steely-blue gaze and cleared my throat. “Nice night.”

“Y ou climbing into my daughter’ s room like a coward, Officer Caro?’

“No, sir.” | wasn't acoward. “But | was climbing into her room like aman. Y ou got a
problem with that?’

He stared me down.

| stared right back.

And the wild, wild West suddenly came into that yard, each of us reaching for our
non-existent sidearm, as a tumbleweed rolled past. Hell, | could even hear Max

singing the theme from Tombstone.

“All right then.” He stepped back and scratched his bald head. “But the roof’s a bit
old — patched it up last year. Next time, use the door like a human.”

“Yes, sir.” | smiled as he walked off.

He paused and called over his shoulder, “Still got that shotgun, Officer. Law says if
your dead body’s on my property, it’s self-defense.”

“That it does.”

“Nice night, though. Real nice night.”

The screen door hit him on the ass on the way back into the house, and | exhaled as if
I’d just been through war and come out unscathed.

| had a smile on my face the entire way to the house and until | made my way upstairs



and saw a naked Max just sauntering down the hall asif it was normal.

“CLOTHES!” | roared.

He stopped, looked down then up, and shrugged. “I’'m not going to put on clothes
because | intimidate you. So hey, how’d it go?’ He started biting on a carrot.

“Beccal” | yelled.

The door to one of the guestrooms opened. She poked her head out and sighed. “ Stop
sleepwalking and get to bed.”

“He' s deepwalking, and he has conversations like this?” | asked, confused.

“He does his best work at night, trust me. The guy writes out crazy plans on his
laptop, goes to sleep, and then he wakes up, remembers absolutely nothing. How do
you think that last health-care bill was concocted? This guy had sex, fell asleep, got
hungry, went to the kitchen, slipped, and thought, ‘Y ou know what would be great?
Weeks later, it was passed in Congress.”

Max just kept chomping down on his carrot.

“1 think it's God’ s way of protecting humanity, making sure Max’ s genius only exists
when the world is sleeping, and he has no recollection of his own awesomeness.”

“Huh, good point. All right then, | returned the stray. Have a good night.” | reached
for the bedroom door about the same time Max shouted,

“ Self-driving motorcycles! Eurekal”
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chapter twenty-eight
“It’ s easy to get caught up in the moment — hard to actually stop, process, and decide
if that moment is going to change you forever, or ruin you for life. Enter Jason Caro.
Tweets encouraged and welcome!”
~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Maddy

“That boy, Jason, climbed into your daughter’ s window last night,” Daddy announced
over breakfast, earning a giggle from Annabelle and aworried glance from my mom.

My parents knew how hard it had been for me to leave, and Mom understood more
than anyone how much I'd loved him, how much | still loved him.

The day | found out he was engaged to Jane, | called my mom, sobbing.

The day of their wedding, | had a bottle of wine and Netflix for companions, only to
find out that the wedding was off.

Bittersweet was how that felt. | was sad that he was probably upset, but happy for
myself. Even though | knew I’d messed up too much with Jason, | still felt like | had
hope.

| shook myself from my memories. And after last night, | had more than just hope.



| had areal reason to think things could be different between us again.

| had the whole weekend off and a whole lot of time to think about what that meant
for both of us.

| ignored my parents and helped Annabelle get dressed and ready for the day. A
knock sounded on the door shortly after.

“Officer Caro,” Daddy snorted. “Come on in. Y ou want some coffee?’

Jason’'s green eyes latched onto mine with such intensity, it felt as if our lips were
already touching as we breathed each other in.

“No, | wasjust coming to pick up Maddy.”

He held out his hand.

A sense of déja vu washed over me as | took it and left the house with a kiss to my
dad and awave to my mom and Annabelle.

“Your dad...” Jason shuddered as he waked me toward his house, “...still
terrifying.”

“He'sharmless.” | rolled my eyes.

Jason just stared me down. “The man’s tried to shoot me twice, hardly harmless.”

“Protective?’ | offered.

“A little.” Jason snorted. “All right, | think | have everything ready to go.”



| frowned, “ Everything?’

“Yeah...” He looked suddenly uncomfortable, “...and before you say anything, know
that thisis Max’sidea. He thinks it’s going to help us get over the whole you-leaving
thing, me being pissed, and all of that.” Jason chewed his lip, apparently nervous, as

we walked into the house. “He said to just bring you here and get over it.”

Food had been placed buffet-style in the kitchen, and everyone was gathered around
theTV.

Max pressed play.

| sucked in a breath as Jason and | appeared on screen, he in his graduation gown, me,
In mine.

People were walking around us, celebrating our accomplishment of finishing twelve
years of school. But not everyone.

No, Jason was busy getting down on one knee.
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One by one, people quieted, until he had the attention of most the senior class. With a
confident grin, he said the words I’ [I never forget.

“Maddy, | want to spend the rest of my life with you. | love you. You're it for me.
Please, say yes. Say you'll be my forever. Marry me?”’

My smile was forced.

My fingers shook as | let him put the ring on my left hand as | nodded and pulled him
in for akiss, because | didn’t trust my mouth to form the word, “yes,” when my heart
was screaming. “no, not yet!”

People cheered.

And | started to cry.

People probably assumed they were tears of joy.

They’ d been tears of fear, tears of dread.

Tears of absolute heartbreak.

And then the whispers started; the video picked them up. Whispers about getting
knocked up, divorce bets, cheating bets, and laughter about the local girl never

making anything of herself. “Knew she'd be stuck here the day she got into NYU.”

The room was silent around us... extremely uncomfortable, but somehow necessary.



Jason gripped the edge of the table he was leaning on so hard his fingers turned
white. “| never watched it.”

“What?’ | had to have heard him wrong. “Y ou never watched the proposal ?’

He shook his head. “Too painful... and now | really wish | would have.”

My chest ached as Max slowly rose from the couch, followed by everyone else.
Noises of them grabbing food and talking in hushed tones suddenly filled the very
small living room.

| needed to sit.

Jason didn’t move.

| hugged a couch cushion to my chest and waited.

He exhaled slowly and then turned his glare to me. “Y ou weren't even excited.”

| opened my mouth to speak.

He just shook his head. “Those weren't tears of joy, Maddy. | mean, what the hell?
Why even date me? Why stick with me so long? Make me think you loved me and
then pull that shit?’

“Ja-son—" | choked on his name, my tongue suddenly heavy, “—you know why. |
wasn't ready. We weren’'t ready. | was so afraid, so damn scared I’d resent you
eventually, or you'd resent me. | just... | know you saw us as an adventure — you
said so last night — but when | saw our path, it was so uncertain, | just panicked!

Plus, didn’'t you hear them? All of the people whispering about us? | didn’t want usto
become a statistic. | was young, stupid!”



“Youdidn't trust us.” He sighed. “You didn’t trust me.”

Tears spilled over my cheeks as | confessed, “I knew Levi was leaving the next day
for the city. | was sure that he wouldn’t say anything to anyone — especially you.”

“Oh yeah, why’s that?’

“Because he was jealous of you, al right? He always had been. Y ou had everything
he wanted. He was backup quarterback, never really had a girlfriend, and here you
are, the golden boy. It was one thing he could take from you, so | let him. And he
did.”

The room was silent.

Jason nodded then grabbed a pair of keys and slammed the front door behind him.

Tears welled in my eyes as Max, Colt, Reid, and their wives, all came back into the
room.

Becca hit Max with a pillow, followed by popcorn, Twizzlers, and, from Colt,
almonds.
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“Stop!” Max grabbed one of the thrown pieces of licorice and shoved it in his mouth.
“Well, that went worse than | thought it would, but he needs to get the hell over it.
He's a grown-ass man. So, man up!”

“It's not that easy,” | admitted.

“Love never is,” Max fired back. “You think it was easy trying to land someone like
this?” He pointed to Becca, and she beamed. “You think it's easy when | doubt

myself every day why she hangs around my brand of crazy? And | mean, most days,
the only reasons | have are my bank account, perfect body, face, and giant—"

“What Max is saying,” Becca interrupted smoothly, “is that love tests us all. You
have to decide what you want. Do you want closure? Do you want his forgiveness?
Or do you want him back?’

“Option C* Max mouthed.

| smiled down at my hands. “1 want him back.”

They erupted into cheers.

Milo stared me down. “Hurt him again, and I’m telling your parents about the night
you snuck out and had sex in the tree house.”

| gasped.

Max nodded with awink. “Get it, girl.”



“Doit,” | leaned back, “and I'll just tell Colt about the time you saw him naked in the
locker room and took a picture.”

“Nice.” Max held up his hand for a high-five.

Colt batted his hand away. “Y ou had a naked picture of me?’

“It was for Human Anatomy class!” Milo said with red cheeks then narrowed her
eyes al me. “Senior year, homecoming, when you and Jason snuck into the faculty

room, and then the principal’ s office, stripped in front of his desk and—"

“Candy anyone?’ | held out a bowl of M&Ms and nodded to her. “You have my
word.”

She grinned and dusted off her hands while Colt pulled her in for a kiss. “You're

evil.

“1 know.” Milo sighed happily.
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chapter twenty-nine

“Rejection is like being offered warm peas as a way to bring the swelling down after
getting kicked in the balls. So, what do you do when you get handed said vegetable,
and you feel your balls hiking back up into your body? You get pissed at the pain
and, eventualy, it goes away. Come on, there is no easy answer to pain except to
fight through it and know one day, it’ s going to be gone.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons

Jason

| grabbed a six-pack of beer — not one of my finer moments since it was eleven in
the morning — then trekked across the football field and sat in the end zone. | could
amost feel the heat of the lights, the cheers from the crowd. I'd loved playing
football.

I’d loved her more.

Everything I’ d done had been for her. Had it mattered? Had 1?

| was on my second bottle when Max’s car pulled up. Reid, Colt, and the devil
himself, piled out in silence then joined me on the grass. They passed around a flask,
and then Max handed me a sub sandwich, as if that would make it all better. He was

like the Italian who solved everything with food.

When | didn’'t grab it, he took it back, unwrapped it then held it to my closed lips.



“Eat, eat,” he urged.

“Soak up the acohoal, big guy.” Colt slapped me on the back. “One bite, and then you
can have this.” He dangled the flask in front of me.

| took one large bite and washed it down with the worst tasting whiskey God ever
created. “What the hell was that?’

“Max’s creation.” Reid shuddered. “I grew two hairs on my chest last time | drank
this shit.”

Max rolled his eyes. “He exaggerates. Hairless cat, that one.”

Reid flipped him off.

“It seems like just yesterday....” Colt leaned back on his elbows, apparently
reminiscing. “When the hell did we get so old?’ He pointed to the stands. “Maddy
used to make the largest signs with glitter, scream her head off, and lose her voice
over your stupid throws on the field, remember?’

How could | forget?

My eyes had searched for her every time | ran out.

| still blame the State loss on her getting the flu and not being able to make it. 1I'd
been in such a weird funk that 1'd thrown three interceptions and had been sacked
five times. It had hurt like hell, until | saw her concerned face, and her lips had made

me forget all about the pain. She' d been everything.

“Yeah,” | croaked out, reaching for the flask again. The sweet burn was doing
nothing for my current mood; if anything, it just made everything seem darker.



What the hell had | been thinking?

Being with Maddy again hadn't brought closure. It just made me guestion every
moment we' d had together and wonder why it had been real for me, when it hadn’t
been for her.

“Shelovesyou,” Colt said in aquiet voice. “1 know she does.”

“That’s the thing about love. | could have sworn it was being reciprocated all those
years ago, and here it is again, begging me to believe in it, when all | want to do is
shut down.”

“Look at it thisway,” Max piped up, “if you don’t forgive her, if you don’'t chase her
this time, some bastard’ s going to scoop her up, and then where will you be? I'll tell
you. Bitter, alone, and eventually dead, with a donut sticking out of your mouth. Y our
gravestone will say, ‘Here lies Jason Caro, struck by lightning but ended by frosting.’
It's sad, man. So sad.”

Reid punched him in the shoulder, but Max apparently wasn’t fazed; he kept staring
me down with that intense look he got when he was being serious, and for some
reason, if this was causing Max to be serious, it forced me to want to believe him, to
listen.

“Your call,” Max said. “But if | were you, I’d sweep right into that reunion barbecue
tonight, kiss her on the lips, and then take her into the tree house.” He waggled his
brows. “How many times did you do the deed in there anyway?’

“How do you even know about the tree house?’ | wondered aloud.

“Milo threatened Maddy with it, then Maddy threatened her back. It was like a really
hot chick-fight with no punches thrown, just words,” Max’s eyes glazed over. “But



words... sometimes those are so much hotter.”
| handed him the flask.

“Ask yourself what you want, Jason,” Reid joined in. “Do you want her? It'sasimple
answer. Stop thinking about all that other bullshit and answer, yes or no.”
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“Yes,” | whispered.

“Will you fight for her?” Max asked next.

“Yes.” | hung my head.

“All right.” Colt rubbed his hands together. “We have four hours until the barbecue
starts, and right now, Jason smells like beer and whatever the hell Max puts in his
whiskey. Let’s get him fed, cleaned up, and ready to rescue the girl from her tower.”

| didn’t say anything.

| just thought the words.

Felt them in my soul.

She was the one saving me.

Always the one saving me.

My light.

My soul.

I’d always felt like she was better than | deserved, and when she’ d proven meright, a
part of me had died inside.



| wasn't sure | could handle it again.
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chapter thirty

“You gotta fight, for your right... to partayyy.” Truer words never spoken — shout
out to The Beastie Boys for understanding life, and shout out to my buddy, Jason, for
taking it by the horns and making tiny little party babies with it. Y ou know what you
did, and I’'m proud of you. Also, you were wrong. | looked awesome in prison, and |
learned how to knit! I’'m coming for you, Martha!”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Maddy
Colt texted Milo.

Jason was coming, which meant | actually had to go to the reunion. It was going to be
held out on the quad of our old high school. The theme was Friends Forever, and it
kind of made me want to puke in my mouth. Then again, that had been our slogan
throughout senior year. Everyone had been so happy... we'd loved each other... Yay,
friendship bracelets.

Our class had literally earned the most detentions in the school’s history. It had been
so bad, our senior prank had been to litter the principal’s door with them. We had so
many combined that we had been able to create a trail out of the office and down the
hall.

Over eight hundred and seventy-two pieces of pink paper.



It had been a beautiful sight.

Until our principal’s eye had started twitching, which Jason, of course, had pointed
out, earning him yet another detention — with me, since I’ d laughed with him.

We hadn’t been the best kids.

But we' d sure had fun.

| wouldn’t change any of it, except for how it had ended.

Funny how people often want to change the middle of the story, the boring part, or
the part that builds into this beautiful crescendo.

But me? | always hated The End.

And The End | hated the most, made me look in the mirror and realize that the reason
| felt empty, was because | was afraid.

“You ready?’ Milo asked once we were out of the car and walking toward the large
group of old classmates.

“No,” | admitted. “ The other day everyone was too drunk to even ask me a question.
They’d just wanted to party. Plus, | was with Jason the whole time. This ailmost feels
like I’'m about to be naked in front of everyone.”

“While Jason would probably prefer that...” Milo laughed, “...it's not going to be so
bad. Trust me. Ten years... well, people change alot in ten years. Add in kids, jobs,

stress, family, and we're all just trying to survive the best way we know how.”

| linked my arm in hers. “Thanks.”



My tall heels clicked against the pavement as we got closer, and my legs started to
sweat beneath my skinny jeans. I’d decided to go for a simple white strappy tank,
only dressing it up with my heels and afew layered silver necklaces.

Milo, however, looked dressed-to-kill in a sleek, multi-colored maxi-dress and hoop
earrings. She’'d always been the wild one out of all of us. It made sense that she and

Colt would be agreat fit.

| rubbed my sweaty palms on my jeans as Liza ran up to me and pulled me in for a
hug. “Word on the street is that you and Jason are hooking up.”

| rolled my eyes. “ Stop listening to the elderly gossip.”

“But Blanche finally stopped threatening everyone during happy hour. Get this, she
doesn’'t even make the busboys cry anymore! Plus, she has al the dirt on your man.”

My man.

| gulped.

My man.

Let’ s hope so.

| tugged down my shirt and gave her aweak smile. “We're just talking right now.”
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“Good to know,” afamiliar deep voice said from behind me.
| completely froze, as acold sweat broke out.
Horrible timing.
The worst.
| pasted on a smile and turned. “Hey, Levi. Good to see you.”
“Weak!” He stared down at my outstretched hand. “Only a handshake for the guy
who bailed you out of this place?’ He pulled mein for a hug before | could stop him,
and that was about the same time Jason walked up looking hot-as-sin in a pair of
fitted jeans, atight black shirt, and a pair of Ray-Bans that made him look like arock
Star.
“The hell!” he roared, lunging forward then jerking Levi away from me.
| was so thankful | could have cried. Levi and | didn’t talk anymore, and to be honest,
he' d only made me feel awkward after that day, as if somehow, I’d helped him screw

over one of hisbest friends. It was agross feeling, one I’d tried to forget until now.

“Whoa!” Levi held up his hands and laughed. “What are you gonna do, Officer?
Arrest me for hugging a sexy piece of ass?’

Liza gasped and mouthed, “Sorry,” to me.



She left out the part that her brother had turned out to be a giant jackass. From the
bits and pieces she'd given me since I'd been back, I'd gathered that he'd been
dropped from two Canadian football teams early on, before coming back home with
histail between his legs and working at one of the prestigious car lots that only dealt
in foreign cars.

He had quit school.

Quit everything.

And was clearly bitter.

“I’d watch what | say,” Jason growled, still fisting Levi’s shirt between his fingers.

A few people started whispering and walked closer to us.

The very last thing | needed was a scene.

“Jason, let him go,” | pleaded.

“Yeah, Jason, let me go, like she let you go,” he sneered.

| covered my eyes, but peeked through, as Jason swung. His fist connected with
Levi’s jaw, and then his nose, and then a good stomach punch, before Reid and Colt
pulled him off.

Levi lunged, just as Max stepped in front of him.

Max swore as he stumbled backward after earning a punch to the face, then cracked

his knuckles and whispered, “Oh, this is gonna be fun. Haven't been in a brawl in so
long. Come at me again, and I’m going to make you feel me in a way that nobody



wantsto be felt, got it?’

Levi just sneered and tried again.

Max not only blocked the punch, but snapped Levi’'s arms to the side and threw a
kick to his stomach, sending him crashing against the cement.

The guy ran his mouth as if he was afraid one day he' d be given a limit on words.
Who knew he could fight?

Levi stood up again just as Reid stepped forward and earned a, “Pretty boy,”
comment that had another punch being thrown. Reid somehow fell against a
bystander, who shoved him, and with all the testosterone flowing, the skirmish had
turned into a giant fistfight that was only stopped seconds later by sirens.

“Well, well,” Jason said as one of his police friends — by the looks of his smirk —
handcuffed Levi. “It’s not detention when you’ re not in high school anymore.”

And then | was arrested right along with Levi, Milo, and Becca — who had just
arrived and seen Max throw a kick and had assumed we were getting attacked.

Our classmates stared at us in horror as we were shoved into cop cars, and | wasn'’t
sureif | wasrelieved or pissed.
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chapter thirty-one

“’Good things happen in prison,” said no one ever. Word to the wise, if you want to
prove your manhood to your woman, just pull it out and show her, feel me?’

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Jason

“1 knew we would end up in jail,” Milo groaned. “I had an inkling, and | ignored it. |
should have listened.”

Max adjusted hisjaw. It cracked as abit of blood dripped down his chin.

He didn't look as bad as | felt, as | begged Mendoza to let us out. | gripped the bars
and bit back a curse. “Mendoza, thisis bullshit. | was defending myself.”

The officer on the other side of the bars sucked on alollipop and grinned. “ Oh yeah?’
He pulled out a folder. “Looks to me like you threw the first punch after you got
offended by that tool over there.”

“That’sabuse!” Levi shouted in a separate cell next to ours. “I want my attorney.”

“Oh, you do?’ Mendoza said in a serious voice. “You hear that, Jason? He wants his
lawyer.”

| rolled my eyes. | knew what Mendoza was doing; the guy was king at talking shit.



“Let me think about it.” He tapped the lollipop against his teeth then shoved it back
in. “Nope.”

Levi sammed his hands against the cell. “Thisis bullshit. | did nothing wrong!”

“You kidnapped a woman when you were eighteen, but sure...” Max said from his
corner, obviously peaking Mendoza' sinterest as he looked between the two.

He jerked his chin up. “That true, Levi?’

“She came willingly,” he said in a bored voice. “And that was almost ten years ago!
She practically begged me to save her from this guy! Clearly, he's insane. Look what
he did to my nose!”

“Stitches.” Mendoza shrugged.

Maddy hugged her knees to her chest and glared at Levi.

“1 practically rescued her,” he sneered.

“That's it!” Maddy shouted then dropped her feet to the ground and made her way
over to the bars separating our cells. “I asked you for a favor because | knew you
wouldn’t try anything. | thought you wouldn’t ask questions. But instead, the first
thing you did when you got me into the city was ask if | would thank you properly
with ‘aride for aride'!”

| saw red.

Absolute red.

Mendoza gaped. “ That true, dipshit?’



Levi looked at me and then away. “It was forever ago. Kids say stupid things.”

“l had just ruined my life, and you wanted sex!” Maddy screamed. “How dare you
betray my trust like that! | lost everything! Everything!”

She was shaking the bars so hard | was afraid she was going to take down the jail
cell.

| moved toward her just as Mendoza buzzed the door open, grabbed her by the arm,
and pulled her out. “Go home.”

| wondered if he remembered the trauma. He was three years older than us, but it had
been the talk of the town.

How Jason Caro had lost the love of hislife.

| hung my head as the cell door closed. Sure, | could have escaped, but what would
be the point? Maybe | needed to suffer some more. I'd had no idea that bastard had
put his hands on her. If I'd known, | would have actually killed him, rather than just
physically altering the shape of his nose.
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Maddy didn’t look behind her.
Didn’'t say goodbye.

Just walked out, and | was reminded of another time, when she' d been afraid and had
done the same thing.

| wanted to fight.
| wanted to chase her.
| wanted so many things.

But in that moment, | wondered if there had been too much bad blood, and if we'd
ever really be over that day.

Or if we'd continueto reliveit asif it was happening all over again.
Six hours later, the rest of us were released.

Six hours later, a six-pack of beer, pizza, and | were sitting in my living room, staring
at the wall, wondering where I’d gone wrong in defending her.

It wasn't until sleep had nearly overtaken me that | remembered the look of
embarrassment and horror on her face when I’ d punched Levi.

Bad call, Jason. Bad call.
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chapter thirty-two
“Sometimes, when | need good life advice, | watch Toy Story. Stay with me here,
folks. There is nothing that you can’'t defeat in life without the mantra, ‘Never give
up, never surrender.” | dare you to try to stay defeated with that little gem hanging
around your head. Y ou’'re welcome.”
~From Max Emory’ s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Jason

Forty-Eight Hours post-jail

| tipped back the lukewarm Corona and glanced at the flickering TV. Alone. Again. |
deserved it.

A knock sounded at the door.

| ignored it and reached for another dlice of cold, hard pizza. How long it had been
sitting in my living room, | hadn’t a clue.

I’d lost track of alot of thingsin the past week.
My truck door for one — my fault.

My heart — her fault.



My balls — the universe’s fault, not to mention an unfortunate run-in with lightning.
And finaly, my ability to move on.

It was easy, the first time you moved on from alost love. Life happened. Days came
and went. You chaked it up to the fact that you' d been immature and stupid. Hell,
you were probably eighteen. What did you even know at eighteen? I'd been a virgin
until Maddy.

S0 honestly? Nothing. | hadn’t known a damn thing.

The second time, you missed that opportunity to love, and well, that was when things
went to shit.

Exhibit A: The house. Takeout boxes littered every inch of space, beer bottles totem-
poled the boxes, and something smelled.

| sniffed my armpit.

That something was me.

| glanced down the hallway. Too much effort in trying to get clean. What the hell is
the point anyway? She was gone. Again. | was alone. Again.

And thereally sick part?
Before she’d come stomping back into my life, I'd been completely okay withit! I'd
findly settled into my job at the local police department. | had great friends, was

remodeling my parents' house, and | had the promise of a goat—

Don’t ask.



The point? Everything had been fine until Maddy Summers decided to screw me
over, again!

The knocking got louder.

“Not home!” | yelled.

The door burst open.

Not my best friend, Max, walked into the house, his feet kicking empty boxes. My
best friend, Colton, followed along with Reid, Max’s brother, a goat tucked under his
arm and his nose scrunched up as if | was the animal, not the crazy mammal he was
carrying.

“Dude...” Max shook hishead, “...you stink.”

Colton winced as a piece of pizza, that had somehow found its way to my ceiling, fell
to the ground, narrowly missing his shoes. “Jason...”
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“Guys!” | forced asmile. “I’'m fine!”

“You're not fine!” Max yelled. “You're a pig in your own filth! You smell, your
house isamess, and | saw at least two good-sized rats leaving through the front door
— meaning you’ ve even managed to scare rodents! Pull yourself together!”

| burped. “Y ou gonna slap me now?’

“Doit.” Colt crossed hisarms. “Or at least hose him off.”

“Pleasel” | shouted. “This from three happily married guys? Let me rot in my filth!”
“He' sdrunk,” Max announced. “He didn’t even chase her!”

“What's the point?’ | felt the familiar sting of rejection hit me sguare in the chest.
“Things are better this way.” | didn’t tell them that her car was gone; that when I'd
called her work the day after being arrested by my partner at the precinct, she’'d taken
a week off. And when I'd stopped by her parents’, they’d just given me a pathetic
look asif they hadn’t known what to say.

| should have gotten her number.

| should have run like hell.

“S0, go after her.” Thisfrom Colton.

“And say what? Choose me? Stay with me? She's left me twice, guys. She's not



coming back.”

| rubbed my chest.

Max sighed and kicked a box in my direction, then reached out and patted my hand.
Aw, he was comforting me. That was nice of him to—

“What the hell!” | screamed, as Max slapped me across the face twice then pulled his
fist back asif he was going to beat the shit out of me.

“Get off your ass, or so help me God, I’'m calling your grandmother!”

“No!” | shot to my feet. “You wouldn’t.”

Colton shivered. “He would.”

“Jason?’ an elderly voice chimed in from the door. “ Grandma’ s moving in!”

My eyes widened.

“Those are your choices,” Max said, looking pleased. “Either you chase your woman,
or Grandmamoves in. We already packed her shit.”

“What?" Grandmayelled.” What was that, Maxy?’

“You look sofit!” He beamed.

Shedid alittle twirl then put on her bright red lipstick. “I’ ve been dancing.”

“Oh, it shows.” Max winked.



| groaned.

“S0, shall we help you shower, or are you and Grandma new roomies?’ Colton asked.

| glared at both of them. “ Shower. Now.”

“That’ sthe spirit!” Max clapped. “Let’s go get your woman!”
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chapter thirty-three

“The universe never times things well. It’ s best to always be prepared, which iswhy |
carry around a go-bag with all my essentials. Like, for example, a parka. Because
life's a bitch and being caught in a storm naked? Well, you might just get struck by
lightning. Nobody wants that. It kills sexual performance. Just ask my friend, Jason
Caro. That'sspelled JA SO N space CA R O. You'll find his number in the index at
the back of the book.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Maddy

My sister officially had the worst timing in the world. She'd shown up, high and
drunk off her ass, at my old apartment, screaming my name. Bless my roommates for
not calling the cops. They’'d let her in and had tried to sober her up. Then they called
and told me all about the track marks on her arms,

| took off work, told my parents, and drove into the city, hoping to talk some sense
into her one last time. My gut churned at the thought of something happening to Sara.
Why did it dwaysfeel like the last time whenever | saw her?

It had taken a while to find street parking, so it was getting late. | took the elevator,
anxiety filling my veins, making my blood feel cold inside my body. | knocked on the

door.

Venus, a gorgeous Asian model who looked too pretty to exist in real life, who also



had a heart of gold, answered. Her bow-shaped lips pressed into a thin line as she put
her hands on the hips of her low-slung jeans and black belly shirt. The sound of her
bangles moving set me on edge even more.

“She’sin your old room,” she said in aquiet voice. “We tried to get her to sleep it off,
but she’'s a wreck. | don't even want to know what that girl has in her body. She
needs a shower, and we left some clean clothes in there for her.” Her eyebrows drew
together in concern. “Maddy, she's not your problem.”

“She’'sfamily,” | admitted softly. “ She'll always be my problem.”

| measured the steps to my old bedroom.

Twelve,

| knocked on the door lightly then opened it when | didn’t hear an answer.

She was lying face-down on the bare mattress.

| kicked the mattress, as angry tears ran down my cheeks. When she didn’t stir, |
kicked it again and again.

Finally, she moved to a sitting position and groggily looked up. “Sis?’

“We're going home.”

She snorted. “I’m not going anywhere, just partied too hard. I’ve got a few jobs lined
up and—"

“Bullshit!” | screamed, so angry at her, angry at myself, angry at the world, angry
that | wasn't home with Jason. Angry that | hadn’'t given him my number so he



wouldn’t think | was cutting and running again. “You'll get a job, get your first
paycheck, and either inject or snort it — whatever you can find first. You have two
choices.”

Saralooked away, her eyes distant.

“We either drive home right now, or | drive you to the police station on charges of
possession.”

She scoffed. “I don’t have any drugs on me.”

“Doesn’'t matter. They’ll give you adrug test, look at your criminal record, and throw
you into jail for a few days while you sober up enough to want to scratch the paint
from the walls.” | shrugged. “If you go home, we can take you to the rehab center
there. It's not as intense as some of the onesin the city.”

“I’ll think about it.” She sniffed and rubbed her nose. Her blond hair was stringy, her
face like a skeleton. | used to want to be her, as ayoung girl had always looked up to
her. All it had taken was one good-looking actor to look her way and offer her party
drugs, and she was hooked.

Took them through college to stay dert.

Then took them to find peace and rest.

She fell before she’ d even known she’ d taken a step.

“You have three seconds.” | crossed my arms. “One, two—"

“Why are you such abitch?’ she yelled.



“Because | have to be,” | whispered. “Because | need you. Because Annabelle needs

you.



Page 95

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 9:55 am

Her face lit up.

| knew she still loved her daughter when she wasn’t high or drunk. Annabelle was the
only good thing she’ d accomplished.

“Fine.” She stood on shaky stick legs. “I’ll go.”

We drove back to New Haven in silence.

The shakes started on the outside of town, and then her teeth were chattering
uncontrollably, regardliess of the coats from the back seat I'd dumped on her. By the
time we got to the house, | only had enough time to knock on the door and tell my
parents | was taking her for treatment. | had no idea how bad things had gotten and |
was worried that keeping her at the house would end up in a911 call. | asked them to
call ahead because her situation kept getting worse.

Withdrawal could kill aperson. And she didn’t have much on her body anymore.

| felt her head as she leaned against the window, tears streaming down her face as she
clenched her teeth.

“I"m sorry.”
“It’s okay. It's going to be okay.”

| wasn't sure | believed it, but | had to be strong for both of us. | hit the accelerator
and ran through ared light just as a siren sounded behind me.



Really? | never get aticket, and now |I’'m getting pulled over?

“Hold tight.” | tucked her in as best | could and hit the down button on my window as
alight landed on my face, blinding me.

“Make a habit of running through red lights?’ came Jason’ s smooth voice.

And something about his tone, or maybe the way he smelled, and | just burst into big,
fat, ugly tears.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa... It's just a red—" He flashed the light across the seat and
pointed it back at me. “What’s going on?’

“She was back in the city — said she'd go to rehab — withdrawals—" | hiccupped
then tried to calm down, even though | was hyperventilating. WWhen he opened up the
car door and pulled me roughly against his chest, | clung to him like he was my
lifeline. And he let me.

“1’ll escort you. Can you still drive?’

| nodded against his chest.

“Y ou taking her to the center?’

Another nod.

“I'll drive ahead of you. We can get her there in two minutes. They know she's
coming?’

| sniffled. “I think my parents called.”



“Ill call, too, on my way. Let'sgo.”

And for some stupid reason, | blurted, “Ride like the wind, bulls-eye.”

He just stared at me, sadness etched across his features as he nodded. “Ride like the

wind.”
I’d always told him that before each game; it had been a joke. We'd loved movies
and Toy Story had been a personal favorite for no other reason than we' d been best

friends since we could talk, and it had been our thing back in the day.

He pressed a hard kiss to my forehead then ran back to his car. Sirens on, he peeled
out in front of me.

| hit the accelerator and followed both my heart — and my savior.
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chapter thirty-four
“The universe has a funny way of working out the kinks. You give it all your shit,
and it goes, ‘Look, three gold flecks, I can do something with this.” Nothing is ever
forever, and even when you have bad, there' s always some good mixed in.”
~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons
Jason
It had been one of the longest nights of my life. | could see the exhaustion on
Maddy’s face. | walked her to her door, off-shift, but still in uniform. Her dad
answered before she could even touch it.

He took one look at me and asked, “What happened?’

“He saved us,” was what Maddy said, when |'d expected her to say something else
like, “Oh, Jason was just doing hisjob.”

| couldn’t speak.
“It'swhat he does best,” her dad answered, and then gave me a nod.
Maddy started to walk in, but | grabbed her arm and pulled her back against my chest.

She slumped against me.



“Stay with me,” | whispered in her ear.

She nodded.

The door closed.

And | was carrying her across the chalk line back to my house. Minutes later, | was
starting the shower for her.

She was dead on her feet, so | peeled off my uniform, tried to detach my thoughts of
her body from my mind, and stepped in the warm water with her.

| washed her breasts.

| washed her stomach.

| kissed her neck.

| couldn’t help myself.

“1t would have been like this,” Maddy whispered against my skin, her lips cold, even

with the heat from the water. “It would have been like this, had | not walked away.

Nightsin the shower together, a partnership... ateam.”

| hesitated then tilted her chin toward me. “It can still be like this.”

“Every day?’ Her eyes blurred with tears.

13 Every day.”

“And the past—"



“Stays where it belongs.”
She was kissing me before | could register what was happening. The soap fell from
my hands as her tongue dlid past my lips, as her hands clenched my back, her nails
raking over my hot skin.
Home never felt so right.

So good.

Shewasigniting acraving in me, asif I'd been in adeep sleep for ten years, and now,
suddenly, she was waking me with every brush of her lips. | tilted her body under the
hot water, my lips on her neck, licking her skin.
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She sighed, “You feel bigger.”
| smiled against her neck. “Ten years.”
“1 know, but...” Her lips parted for me as | stole the next few words from her tongue,
the urgency of her touch, even the pressure, my undoing. Maybe even the citrusy
taste of her mouth had something to do with it.
Whatever it was, | was agoner.
| was hers.
My body tightened as she ran a feather-light touch of her hands down my chest. |
pulled away so | could see her, make sure she was real and not some meltdown | was
having, an early mid-life crisis, a dream where | conjured up the one woman who'd
gotten away and brought her back to share hot shower sex with her.

“Why are we always wet when we do this?’ Her lips were swollen, her voice husky.

With a laugh, | wrapped an arm around her waist and tugged her into me, speaking
against her lips. “To be fair, you should always be wet, Maddy...”

Her breath hitched, and that gorgeous red stain lit up her cheeks. I'd missed that,
maybe even more than I’ d missed my own damn heart all these years.

“l love you.” It had sounded more romantic in my head, those three words, but |
couldn’t wait any longer to get them out. “I never stopped.”



Her eyesfilled with unshed tears. “Then show me.”

“Was the shower and the pool sex not enough? You need more?’ | teased, biting
down on her bottom lip.

Steam billowed around us as she wrapped her arms around my neck.

| braced us against the wall, my overheated body suddenly frantic to get inside her, to
seal what this was between us. To chase it until my eyes burned, and my body
demanded sleep. The air was thick with heat and the smell of Irish Spring soap.
“More.” She grinned against my mouth.

| kissed her harder, deeper.

“More.”

| pressed her body against the tile, our slippery skin diding across one another. Her
nipples were driving me insane with each brush across my naked chest. Once, twice.
The water drenched us and started to get cold.

“More.”

| couldn’t wait any longer.

Because if we stayed longer, we'd freeze.

“Fast,” | grit my teeth. “Thistime, | can't go slow. | can’t. Maddy—" Her name fell
from my lips, both as a curse and a yearning.

“And next time?’



“So slow you're going to beg for it to be faster...”

Her dlick heat was velvet against my tip; one smooth thrust, and | was clawing thetile
in an effort to get closer, to fuse our bodies so close together that I'd forget |
functioned without her.

“Jason!” Her fingers pressed against my collarbone, and then she wrapped her hands
around my shoulders, her mouth slightly open, as her drugged gaze locked on mine.
“It never felt like this.”

| laughed, pressing her ass firmly against the tile. “I sure hope not. | was only
eighteen—"

Her laugh had my body buzzing and zapping with energy, joy, lust. Everything
wrapped around us like a warm embrace, as | grinned wickedly at her and pumped
harder.

My gaze went from her mouth to the drop of water falling from her chin. My eyes
took in her wet hair, swollen mouth, and short gasps for breath. It was the most

beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

She was the most beautiful woman I’ d ever seen.
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And | realized, I'd never really seen anyone but her.

| cupped her face with my hands and kissed her then. | kissed away the anger, the
unforgiveness, the betrayal 1'd felt. | let it go, laying it across her lips like a promise
that | would chase her forever, if that was what it took.

Because she was mine.
She was worth it.

And | wasn't ever going to give up on us, even if | had to go to the depths of Hell and
fight every demon in order to free her.

She cried out against my mouth, and | captured each sound with the flick of my
tongue, with the pressure of my lips as | tried to make it last, the seconds where
everything felt right in the universe. That was the thing about moments of bliss. They
end sometimes before they even have time to begin.

| pulled her from the tile then followed, my body shaking under the cold water as she
kept pressing small kisses to my lips, my cheeks.

“S0...” Maddy laughed a bit, and then her teeth started chattering.
“Yeah?' | couldn’'t stop staring at her. It was harder than hell to turn away, flick off

the shower, and grab a towel. | wished we could have stayed there, pressed against
the wall.



| slowly wrapped a white terrycloth towel around her body, then grabbed my own.
She tucked herself under my arm as we walked out of the bathroom and into the
adjoining master suite.

| should have been surprised to see Max standing there, soap in his hair, looking
pissed off, but | wasn't. This was the guy who'd tried to run for mayor of New
Haven, just because he' d wanted a reason to make a sign.

So, standing in my bedroom?

Towel wrapped around his waist?

Soap in his hair and, from the twitch in his right eye, maybe there, too?

It should have been expected.

“’Sup, man?’ | grinned.

“’Sup. Man.” He pointed at his eye. “Y ou took all the hot water! Do you really think
that all of this...” he pointed at his body, “...takes only a few minutes under that
heat? | need to cook, Jason! My body demandsit! What do you expect me to do?’
“Go to ahotel,” Maddy offered.

“Grab ahose.” My suggestion was less kind.

Max growled, “One does not put cold water on this type of product.” He glared at
Jason. “Don’t you know anything?”’

“Sorry, | wasn't paying attention. | was too busy with this one, using al the hot
water, longer than seven minutes, I'd say.”



Max’s face changed, his one eye narrowing. “Nine minutes, at least. Better than last
time. I'll giveit to you.” He grinned, “I take it the graph—"

“Never mind about the graph!” 1 coughed and pointed to the door. “Now |leave.”

He turned and then called over his shoulder, “Get some.” And then finished with a
spanking move before | slammed the door and turned to Maddy.

“He takes some getting used to, kind of like when people used to poison themselves
to develop an immunity? Max, here, is like arsenic — small, small, small doses, and

you won't die.”

Maddy’ s face spread out into a bright grin. “Aslong as | get you in big doses, | think
I’ll be okay.”

“Oh yeah?' | walked over to her. | wish | could say | sauntered and looked sexy as
hell; instead, | probably looked too eager to get in her arms again. The sloppy grin on
my face wasn't helping.

“Yeah.” Her eyes darted to mine. “We're doing this.”

“Y eah, we are.”

| sealed it with akiss and pulled the towel from her body. | dropped mineto join it in
a heap in the middle of the floor.



Page 99

Source Creation Date: July 15, 2025, 9:55 am

pilogue

“1’d like to think the universe stops working against us when we start working with it;
when we listen to those tiny little hints that maybe our shit stinks a hell of alot more
than we'd originally thought. Spoiler alert — It's not always roses, but it can be if
you get your head out of your ass long enough to see the sunshine. Amen.”

~From Max Emory’s Guide to Dating and Other Important Life Lessons, now a #1
New York Times Bestseller!

Maddy

“CHAMPAGNE!” Max shouted, slicing off the top of the bottle, his one and only
party trick, and shooting it around the yard like it was New Year's instead of our
wedding day.

Mine and Jason’'s. | still couldn’t believe it was real. Surrounded by family and
friends, | inhaled deeply as my sister winked at me across the pool while she helped
Annabelle dangle her feet in.

Sara still struggled. Who wouldn’t? But things were slowly getting better, especially
after she had gotten ajob at one of the local coffee shops. She had more of a purpose
and had gained some weight back. More importantly, she had Annabelle.

“You all right?’ Jason wrapped his arms around me from behind.

| grabbed his biceps and sighed. “Y eah.”



“Party likeit's 1999!” Max shouted again, amidst Frank Sinatra music.

“1 drugged his coffee,” Jason whispered in my ear, causing goose bumps. “He should
tucker out in the next hour.”

| scoffed, “Wow, Mr. Police Officer, breaking laws left and right?’

“Please, | hire out my crimes.” He nodded to Reid who gave him a salute and clinked
his bottle with Colt’s.

| laughed. “Ah, so they go tojail, and you stay clean. Smart.”

“1 thought so.”

| pulled his arms away and turned so we were chest to chest. “Thank you.”

“For?’ His eyes narrowed, his smile staying.

| loved his smile so much. | never wanted to be the cause for it to go away — never
again. Rationally, | knew we'd have fights; | knew we' d have things to overcome. |
just loved the way it made me feel when he smiled, and especially when that smile
was because of us.

“For being you,” | teased, just as Max walked over.

Reid, Colt, and the wives followed, a look of trepidation on their faces as if Max was
about to face-plant on the knife he was swinging with his hand.

“Jason...” Max held out the knife and a new bottle of champagne, “...will you do the
honors?’



Reid paled.

Colt and Milo took a step back as Jason took the knife.

“Should he have sharp objects?’ Reid asked, voice weak.

“Do it now,” Max encouraged. “Do. It.”

Jason rolled his eyes and sliced down the bottle. The top popped off and went flying
through the air right into a kid's cheek, literally, right before he was about to kiss
some girl behind the tree.

“My facel My face!” he yelled, holding a hand to his cheek.

“I knew it,” Max whispered then slapped Jason on the back. “The universe approves
of this union, and you're no longer cursed.” He wiped a fake tear. “My work hereis
done.” He pounded his chest as he got choked up. “It's done.” He lifted his arms and
did aslow circle.

The wind picked up.

Jason pulled me closer.
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And then Becca was tugging Max by the ear and into her arms.
| didn’t ask why she had a goat on aleash, or why a gecko seemed to beriding it.
I’d learned not to ask questions where Max was concerned.
Because for some reason, the guy just existed in a perpetual state of chaos that oddly
made sense and, scarily enough, influenced way too many people, if his book sales
were to be put into the equation.
“It was nice of you to pick him as your best man.” | wrapped an arm around Jason.
“1 know.” Jason shrugged. “I actually already chose Colt. Then Max threatened to
poison him, so Colt stepped down. | don’t even want to know where the bachelor

party will be.”

We'd wanted to get married so fast, he hadn’t had time to plan one, so he was going
after our honeymoon. The girlsand | had every intention of crashingit.

Max disappeared for afew minutes.
And all was forgotten as Jason and | talked to guests.
It was starting to get dark when a giant cake was wheeled out.

Candles were lit and then snuffed out when the top came off the cake, revealing Max,
flashing plane tickets around and yelling, “VEGAS!”



“Oh hell,” Jason swore. “Max and Vegas... | said never again.”

“NEVER, ever,” Reid stomped over to us, “Again. He knows what happened |ast
time!”

Colt just shook his head. “Guys, don’'t worry. | have a plan. We still have al that
Xanax...”

| listened in horror as they graphically came up with a plan that basically involved
Max being drugged and lost. Maybe it was because | was in a good mood, or maybe
it was because | felt bad for the guy, but | piped up and said, “The girls will go, too.
I’ll babysit Max.”

“If you surviveit,” Reid said soberly.

“Rest in peace,” Colt crossed himself.

Jason pleaded, “ Give us a chance, Maddy! Don't throw your life away!”

“1 heard you, all of you! You're dead to me.” Max’s eyes landed on Maddy. “I think |
just found my new best friend.”

“And just like that, it looks like Colt’s back in the game,” Jason laughed.

“TRICKERY!” Max roared and then bowed. “Thy name is Jason. You have my
respect — but you're still going to Vegas.”

“Thought so,” Jason grumbled, just as Milo reached her hand into the cake, grabbed a
piece, then called his name and threw.

What followed was absolute chaos where Max convinced everyone he was
suffocating from chocolate inhalation, and something about Reid having a reaction to



Gummy Bears, which earned Max more cake down the throat and up the nose.

While Jason and | sipped champagne under the tree — the one that held our tree
house — and watched. Me in my white dress. Him in his tux. And a light summer
breeze kissing our skin, swirling around us, like a blessing.



