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For every brokenhearted gal who thought their forever ended, only to find their true forever was still yet to come.





Playlist

“back to friends” by sombr

“Bad Romance” by Lady Gaga

“we can’t be friends (wait for your love)” by Ariana Grande

“Jealous” by Nick Jonas

“Till Forever Falls Apart” by Ashe & FINNEAS

“Leave Before You Love Me” by Marshmello & Jonas Brothers

“Opalite” by Taylor Swift

“Locked Out of Heaven” by Bruno Mars

“Until I Found You” by Stephen Sanchez





PROLOGUE Madelina

I have practiced it a million times in my head.

Walk down the aisle, recite my vows, then say “I do.”

My hands, adorned with pale pink French manicured nails, begin to tremble as I stand alone inside the bridal suite. Despite the reasonably large room, the walls feel like they’re closing in, and I’m breathing faster as every second passes.

Outside the room, my family and best friend are waiting for my grand entrance, along with over a hundred people in the outdoor garden…

And Myles Whitney—my fiancé, soon-to-be husband.

Suddenly, the word husband fills me with an overwhelming urge to dry heave.

“It’s just cold feet,” I whisper to myself. Swallowing the thick lump inside my throat, I begin pacing the room in a failed attempt to slow my racing thoughts.

My whole life, I’ve dreamed of this very moment. I still recall an antique porcelain doll dressed in a wedding gown that my mother showcased in the living room. My brother was terrified of it. He said it was possessed and that its eyes would follow his every step when he lingered in the room. As for me, I only saw the beautiful white gown and lace veil pinned to her curly blond hair. The heirloom was given to my grandmother on her wedding day, and my mother felt compelled to keep it.

The doll was beautiful, as was everything it represented. I believed it was the most beautiful bride I’d ever seen. At least, better than Barbie with her plastic head and fake boobs.

A wedding dress, as stunning as the one I’m wearing, is more than just a piece of material. It’s the start of a new life; a new beginning as Mrs. Madelina Beaumont Whitney. It’s becoming one with his family, and knowing that soon we’ll start our own. At least, if his mother has a say in it.

It’s never having another first kiss. Myles will be the last man ever to touch me, tell me he loves me, until the day I die.

It will just be him.

For the rest of my life.

“Deep breaths. One, two, three…” I coerce myself while taking a step toward the door. My hand lingers on the brass knob, unsure of what the world outside holds for me.

And if my future is the man waiting patiently at the altar for me.

With a slow turn, the door swings open, followed by a rush of excitement from everyone standing outside the room. The sudden attention brings the temperature to a boil, and my voice is trapped in my dry mouth.

“Maddy, you look perfect,” Eva, my best friend, gushes with a proud smile.

I remain quiet, but the voices inside my head are loud. They’re screaming at me to stop right here and listen to my stupid heart. The thing that keeps telling me it needs more than just Myles Whitney. Its cruel words taunt me, but then I glance up and gaze at my best friend.

The same best friend my brother has fallen in love with.

And it happened in a flash, all because of my impending wedding. Forced proximity at its finest.

My brother falling in love? Yeah, I didn’t see that one coming. He is, or was, impossibly selfish. I never imagined in a million years he would fall head over heels in excruciating love with my best friend, Everleigh Woods, while I begged them to work together to make this day possible.

But the universe, or fate, whatever the hell you want to call it, proved me wrong.

Their love and connection are unlike anything I’ve seen. A far cry from my parents’ toxic marriage—perhaps the most toxic ever to exist.

If my best friend and brother could find each other among the chaos of this world, then what about me? Don’t I deserve to find love with a man who completes me? Who makes the ground beneath me shake every time he enters the room?

My thoughts—they’re foolish, I know.

But my heart…

My heart is not here in this room, in this life that I’m supposed to start with Myles.

The heat inside this dress is unbearable. It feels like invisible parasites are crawling beneath the fabric and leeching onto my skin. Each breath I take comes out in ragged gasps, and the familiar swirl inside the pit of my stomach is rampant, like a wave ready to crash upon the shore.

Four words.

It’s all I need to say.

Four words, sitting at the tip of my tongue, which carry the weight of the world. I battle the tears, for now, but with a shaking hand that I can’t seem to steady, I begin to tug on the diamond necklace around my neck. Beneath the gold chain, my skin is sensitive and raw, but the pain brings a welcome relief from the stabbing inside my chest.

“I… uh…” The words, the fear, the crippling realization that my decision will impact far more than just the man waiting to become my husband.

But time is up.

The clock has struck, and it’s now or never.

“I-I can’t do this,” I sputter.

The damage is done.

My heart has revealed the truth, and in just a few minutes, there will be no turning back.





CHAPTER 1 Madelina

Ces sièges sont-ils pris, mademoiselle?”

My eyes snap open beneath my black Prada sunglasses and are greeted by the blazing Saint-Tropez sun, then dart to where the husky voice came from.

Two gorgeous men are standing beside me, gazing down at me with seductive smiles. I rush to sit up, only to realize I’m now at eye-level with their defined abs. You could grate cheese on these abs.

Hot men and cheese—ah, perfection.

My mind wanders to the mouthwatering cheese platter I devoured last night. Brie, Comté, Roquefort, and the list goes on. Paired with a Burgundy pinot noir, it was the best night I’d had in a very long time. Better than sex, one could say.

And I could say that because I haven’t had sex in forever.

The men appear to grow impatient, crossing their arms while angling their faces in unison. What did they ask?

“Um, désolée, s’il te plaît, my French is not so good,” I mumble with a crooked smile.

I quickly reach for my cell phone and ask them to repeat their question, relying on my translation app to save me from another awkward encounter. If only I had paid more attention back in high school instead of trying to hook up with some jock in French class.

The taller, tanned man on the left places his hand on his hip. “Are these chairs taken?”

“Oh!” I gasp. “No, please go ahead.”

They both smile, though it appears forced, then lie beside me on the empty cabana chairs.

In front of us, the ocean reflects a crystal-blue hue, embraced by the afternoon sun. For a lazy Tuesday, the Plage de Tahiti is full of people relaxing by the sea. Groups of sunbathers lounge on colorful towels, and a few families with small children play along the shore. I intentionally steer clear of the “naturist” section since my stupid brain pictures older men bathing in nothing but their birthday suits.

Wait a minute! Who needs to conjure up these thoughts when I saw it in real life just yesterday? I shudder at the memory.

Underneath my sunglasses, I glance discreetly at the two men, only to see them holding hands.

Great.

With a deep sigh, I let my shoulders drop and find myself engulfed by a void, returning to my life of absolutely nothing. It seems to consist of tanning by some beach or hotel pool, all alone, with my past actions haunting my every thought.

The French sun is burning my skin, forcing me to turn over like a rotisserie chicken. As I lie on my stomach, resting my chin on my arms, I lazily watch people swim in the water. A young woman is floating on a pink flamingo, laughing while her lover rocks the floatie in an attempt to make her fall off. A smile unfolds slowly on my face as I remember my visit to the Bahamas and Myles trying to do the exact same thing.

We’d been dating for less than a year, but everything seemed to fall into place.

It feels like a lifetime ago, but in the same breath, only yesterday.

I avoid the trip down memory lane—or as I prefer to call it, Madelina Beaumont’s Life Mistakes—and pick up my book. A few sentences in, I place it back on the table beside me with a newfound annoyance. The last thing I should be reading is a small-town romance. Honestly, what was I thinking? I told myself I needed a change from all the dark books I’ve been reading because the mindfuck wasn’t doing anything to improve my outlook on life. Instead of wanting a healthy relationship, I am craving a mafioso to kidnap me and demand I partake in an arranged marriage to save his family’s fortune.

But maybe I’m not ready for swoon-worthy men either. The type who dips his cowboy hat then ravages me in his shack in the middle of the woods.

I miss having sex, and smut is only making it worse.

Out of boredom, my eyes wander to my phone sitting beside me. Slowly, I reach over and bring it toward me like it’s a bomb ready to go off.

Frankly, it is.

It was only four months ago that I said yes to marrying Myles Whitney in my picturesque hometown of Cinnamon Springs, a small town in upstate New York.

We both worked on Broadway, which is where we officially met. Myles directed productions and I worked in the costume department. The funny thing is, our paths had crossed before at family events yet we never spoke to one another.

Our friendship blossomed into more, and we had a lot in common. That’s where it went wrong—where I confused comfort and common ground for a happily ever after. Our relationship was easy, so when Myles proposed, I said yes. It was like another box had been ticked.

Then, I watched my elder brother and best friend fall in love. It was like a romance novel playing out before my eyes. Enemies-to-lovers, if I had to pick the theme. To make it all the more dramatic, they hid it from me. It all took me by surprise, but that surprise soon turned into resentment. My patience wore thin, and I found myself snapping at everything and everyone.

The more involved they became in their forbidden romance, the more I realized that marrying Myles was the wrong decision. I felt it settle over me like a cold shadow I couldn’t shake. It was small things, petty things, but soon it became apparent that I had settled for a friend, not someone who made me think nothing else in the world mattered besides him.

Butterflies, head over heels, can’t-breathe-without-them love.

After I left Myles at the altar, because I was a coward and couldn’t pull the trigger before the actual wedding, I skipped town and blocked almost everyone. I’d humiliated not only myself but Myles and his family, not to mention my own.

I deleted all social media apps from my phone, reducing the temptation to see what the world thinks of me bailing on the wealthy heir… but temptation is the devil’s playground. My fingers tap the app store, coaxing me to redownload the apps—that is, until the phone rings and Eva’s name appears.

“You saved me,” I answer with relief.

“Oh no. Did you stumble into the nudist part again and see an old man’s saggy butt?”

My body shudders at the thought. “Eww, no. I was about to reinstate my socials.”

“Maddy,” Eva warns softly. “Don’t do it. You’re going to spiral out of control. It’ll do nothing but destroy your mental health.”

My mental health. Right, what’s that again?

“So, everyone’s talking about me?” I question.

“C’mon, internet trolls are just that: trolls. If I paid attention to every single person telling me I’m not good enough for a hot billionaire, then I wouldn’t be with a hot billionaire.”

I press my lips together in a grimace. “Okay, firstly, please stop using the word hot. You’re talking about my big brother.”

Eva lets out a guilty giggle that instantly makes me roll my eyes. That’s when I know my brother is beside her, probably doing something to her that will scar me.

“Put Aston on the phone,” I demand.

“Fine,” Eva agrees. “You’re on speaker.”

“Hello, brother. Sounds like you’re not behaving yourself, as usual. Which is gross, by the way.”

“Well, what can I say?” I hear the singsong in his voice. “I have a gorgeous fiancée.”

A sigh escapes me as I admit, “You sound happy.”

“I am,” he responds. “But I know you’re not. Come back home, Madelina. It’s time to change the narrative. Whether you come back tomorrow or a year from now, people will have their opinions.”

“I know… it’s just that Dad hasn’t attempted to reach out. I didn’t block him, but still, I thought he would be worried about me.”

“You mean your father.” The words are gritted out with pure resentment.

And there’s the other big drama in my life. Up until my wedding day, we all believed Aston and I shared the same parents. It was my breakdown that caused the spillage of all the family secrets.

My mother had an affair with some farmer, which resulted in Aston. We didn’t share the same father, and suddenly it all made sense: why Aston was always treated differently from me; why my mother frequently went AWOL, trying to escape the truth. And, most importantly, the root of my father’s resentment. My father was no saint in all of this. He drove my mother away, and while I’m not one to condone extramarital affairs, a part of me understood why she found a connection with another man. My father can be a very cold and callous man. This family secret of ours was always set to destroy everything. At least, that’s what he said during the fight that revealed the truth.

Our whole lives were turned upside down the moment I said “I don’t” instead of “I do.”

“Aston,” I say faintly, “I know this hasn’t been easy for you. It’s pretty fucked up, but he’s still my father. A father I thought cared enough about me to check in to make sure I’m not dead in a damn ditch somewhere.”

“What do you expect, Madelina? You ruined his reputation. That’s all that matters to him. Look, you can’t avoid coming home. First, we all miss you. Second, your visa will expire, and you’ll get booted back to the States.”

Aston has a point—I can’t run away forever.

“Right… I guess I can’t afford to lie around the beach forever. It’s just the thought of going back to Cinnamon Springs is freaking me out. Four months ago I got engaged. A month after that, I’m running from the altar to end up alone in paradise. Now, the whole going-back thing? It’s a lot.”

“It won’t be so bad,” Eva chimes in. “I promise you, nothing feels better than being home. Summer in Cinnamon Springs is fun. Swimming at Peppermint Lake, afternoon strolls for ice cream. They’ve even reopened the drive-in theater, which they should never have closed to begin with.”

“They closed it down because it basically became a drive-in sex theater,” I remind her.

Eva laughs. “Oh yeah, but now they have a ranger who keeps an eye on all the cars.”

“What if I’m, like, canceled in everyone’s eyes?” I complain a little too loudly, only to notice one of the men beside me looking invested in my conversation.

“So? Own it. Get T-shirts made and maybe throw yourself a welcome party. Maddy, it’s one moment that will blow over as soon as someone else entertains them,” Eva tries to reassure me.

The familiar heaviness sits in the middle of my chest; a feeling I’ve gotten used to by now. “My life is just one big joke to everyone.”

“Only if you let it be,” Eva emphasizes. “You’re the strongest woman I know. Don’t let a bunch of bored townspeople stop you from shining.”

Only my best friend could convince me there is still some shine left in me.

I glance at my surroundings, willing myself to take it all in—from the idyllic sandy shore to the clear blue sky with not a cloud in sight. France is beautiful, it’s the country dreams are made of, but it isn’t home.

As soon as Aston and Eva say goodbye, I stand and walk toward the water. My feet squish into the pebbles with every step I take until the small waves crash into me. The water is reasonably warm, coaxing me to go farther until my whole body is immersed in the ocean. My body relaxes, but something doesn’t feel right.

And that’s the irony of the situation.

I’m in the most beautiful place—yet I’m all alone, feeling the complete opposite of perfect. The unsettling feeling is enough to make me lose my patience and get out of the water. At least it’s cooler now, but with nothing to do and no one to talk to, I go back to the cabana chair with the same weight on my chest.

I can’t run forever, but I can lie here for a while and pretend the world around me doesn’t exist, and that the moment I turn on my socials, everyone will have moved on to something else and not still be fixated on Madelina Beaumont—the runaway bride.

The girl who gave up everything in the hope that there was something more.

I draw in a deep breath as if my life depends on it, and with renewed determination, I redownload my apps and dive back into the world of social media.

The loading symbol disappears, and without a second thought, I press the familiar Instagram icon to switch to my feed. Rediscovering what was once an addiction brings back a slight pang of excitement. In the top right-hand corner, red notifications catch my attention.

“Rip the Band-Aid off…” I mumble to myself.

I take another breath, ignoring the anxious butterflies in my stomach, and tap on my DMs. The last message is from someone I don’t even know tagging me in a picture by some influencer. I click through only to see a picture of me in a wedding dress with another man. I zoom in, unable to recognize the man, only to realize it isn’t even my dress! This shit is completely photoshopped. A swirl of nausea rushes over me as I read the caption.

The billionaire’s daughter runs away with a new man on her wedding day.

I gasp loudly, causing the people around me to look in my direction. Mr. and Mr. Eavesdropper beside me appear to be on the edge of their seats with anticipation.

My head snaps up and I tell them, “This is a lie! I didn’t cheat on Myles, okay? He was a great guy, and really good in bed. It just wasn’t right.”

They obviously have no clue who the hell I’m talking about, so I focus my attention back on my phone.

My hands begin to shake as I attempt to read the rest of the post, each word blurring together in a haze of frustration. Anger surges within me as I try to comprehend how people—strangers, no less—have the sheer audacity to make up so many lies.

There isn’t, nor was there ever, any other man. I simply didn’t feel the connection. How dare they spin things out of control for, what, a few hundred views?

I bring the screen closer to me. Fuck, okay, so one million views and over ten thousand comments. This is what I get for having a supposedly hot brother who gets stalked on socials. By extension, I’ve gotten attention.

My lips quiver uncontrollably as I fight to hold back my tears. I’m simply the punch line in a cruel joke—the billionaire’s daughter who betrayed the perfect man—and now the whole world has weighed in on my actions.

Either I take my life back into my own hands or I let them win.

It’s time to set the record straight.

And the only way to do that is to go back to where it all began…

Cinnamon Springs.





CHAPTER 2 Elliot

What do you and your girlfriend do for fun in this small town?”

A courteous smile spreads across my face as the three girls stand at the opposite side of the counter, waiting in anticipation for me to respond.

Such a rookie move.

If I’m not mistaken, I’d peg them for grad students. Earlier, I heard them whispering and trying to figure out if I’m single. They gushed over my baby blue eyes—their words, not mine—and wondered what it would be like to run their hands through my ash-blond curls.

They’d been sitting inside the café at the table by the window for a solid hour, the remains of two salted caramel donuts and half-empty iced matcha lattes scattered between them.

The classic preempting of a girlfriend is an old trick. I could teach these girls a thing or two, but can I even be bothered? Yeah, it was all fun and games when I came back to Cinnamon Springs to help my sister. A new place—but not so new, since I spent a solid chunk of my adolescence here.

A clean slate and no past to run into. It seemed like the perfect idea. I could clear my head, get some clarity, and decide what the future holds.

God, who am I kidding? Cinnamon Springs is not Paris. The girls here are just that—girls. At least, the ones hovering in the store and flirting with me act like girls. I left my job as a head chef at a Michelin-starred restaurant for a small-town café—Donuts Ever After. All because my little sister needed help.

And when it comes to my sister, she knows just how to persuade me, pulling out all the pity cards and leaving me not much choice but to help her out.

My money is on grad students, probably visiting from NYU or Columbia. It’s not like I wouldn’t hook up with a college girl—I’m only twenty-nine—but my taste has evolved since I left the frat house seven years ago.

“Well, ladies, ‘fun’ is up for interpretation,” I tease, just to get a reaction.

The girl with the long black hair leans forward with a naughty grin. “I wish there were more guys like you at NYU.”

Bingo.

I sweep my hair away from my eyes, then politely add, “Excuse me, ladies. I must attend to another customer.”

Thankfully, table six called for my attention, providing the perfect opportunity to extricate myself from the current conversation. Mrs. Russo is a regular customer, dining at the café three times a week for her usual English breakfast tea and mango cream donut.

“Sweetheart, I see you’re busy, but before I leave, I’ve been meaning to discuss something with you,” Mrs. Russo mentions with a brief smile. “It’s about my Ruthie.”

“Is she the Pomeranian you occasionally bring in?” I ask cordially.

“Oh no, dear… she’s my daughter.”

I purse my lips together, blindsided by another potential setup. This isn’t the first time this has happened at work, and it sure as hell won’t be the last. It’s almost like all the mothers in this town have nothing better to do than set up their single daughters.

“I see…”

“Now, I know a handsome man like yourself has a lot of women to choose from. Lord knows, my Giuseppe did, too. If his mother had her way, he would have married Maria Romano because she was from a wealthier family!”

I nod, unsure what to say or do. Leaving the NYU girls now seems like a big mistake.

“But my Ruthie. She’s a good girl.” Mrs. Russo leans in, forcing me to do the same. “She’s untouched. Saving herself for her husband.”

Well, that was too much information. “Look, I—”

“Mrs. Russo.” My sister, Eva, nudges me to get the hell out of there while I can. “My brother needs to attend to an important matter in the kitchen. May I serve you today? I think the mango cream donuts are calling your name.”

I nod with an amiable smile, then bail to the kitchen, resting my hands against the stainless-steel countertop. Once again, my sister has saved the day. I should be showering her with gratitude, but then a flicker of resentment reminds me I’m here because of her.

Eva pops her head in. “You’re welcome.”

I force a smile. “Ruthie was untouched.”

Eva chuckles. “Of course she was. But hey, who’s to say the love of your life isn’t a virgin named Ruthie?”

“Love of my life? C’mon, Eva.” I turn toward the oven to set the timer. “I’m not looking for a wife. You know, there is more to the world than getting married and living in a small town. Don’t think I’m staying here forever. I’m helping you out but I’m not your permanent solution.”

“Yes,” Eva concedes. “The world is big and beautiful, but nothing beats the feeling of being home.”

“Home, right,” I mutter beneath my breath.

“Okay, stop being a party pooper. How about drinks tonight? Aston is driving in later today. He had a bunch of meetings and tried explaining what was happening with the business but lost me at acquisitions. You can talk all about your woman woes with him. It’ll be a nice change from all the business chatter.”

“First, men don’t talk about women woes. Second, I don’t have woman woes. What I need is a good fu—”

Eva raises her hand. “Wrong person! And gross. See, my fiancé is the best person to talk to since he was previously a manwhore, too.”

This time, it’s my turn to laugh. “All right, fine. Drinks tonight, sis. And don’t get on your high horse when we men talk about our hookups.”

With a pout of her lips, Eva says, “I thought men don’t talk?”



Franklin’s is an old bar away from the central part of town. The owner, Franklin Shaw, has been alive for what seems like forever. We moved to Cinnamon Springs when I was a kid, and he was old then. The man never ages.

The property sits on the southern shore of Peppermint Lake, with an expansive patio overlooking the water. Inside there’s the pool table, which has seen better days, and a kitchen serving traditional English food since Franklin migrated from England with his wife.

“A pint for you and Eva’s fella?” Franklin asks.

“Vodka and tonic for the ladies,” Aston is quick to order, “but a pint won’t hurt us.”

Franklin goes about his business, and even though I am not a fan of beer since it reminds me of college days, I can tell Aston’s being polite.

Aston is standing beside me at the bar while Eva and her friend, Billie, are chilling by the pool tables. Billie works at Donuts Ever After and is incredibly laid-back, which makes my job a breeze. She’s a skilled baker plus she knows the shop in and out. It makes sense for Billie to manage the business over me, but unfortunately she lost her mother a few months ago and Eva was worried about Billie taking on too much. For once, I had to agree with Eva.

Billie is easy on the eyes, but Eva warned me, Don’t shit where you eat. To suit her schedule, Billie took the early shift today, starting at five, while I came in later to handle lunch and closing. I recently added some savory dishes to the menu to test the waters. So far, it’s been a big hit, but Eva is worried that we’re stretching ourselves too thin. As someone who has worked in many fast-paced restaurants, though, this is a walk in the park.

“So, you’re bored with Cinnamon Springs already.” Aston chuckles.

“How can you tell?”

“C’mon, this isn’t your scene. It’s the polar opposite of Paris.”

Franklin slides the frosty pints across the bar. I grasp them firmly, feeling the chill seep into my hands, while Aston carries the vodkas and makes his way toward the girls. At the pool table, Eva and Billie are laughing uncontrollably over something.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” Eva blurts out. “Just girl talk.”

I stop myself from rolling my eyes at them. Some things never change.

“Great,” I mutter.

The door opens and a few guys wander in. I recognize the man on the left, Trey, from the frat house we shared at Brown University. Trey isn’t a local, so I’m surprised to run into him here of all places. He hasn’t changed much—still has his football build with a cocky grin, probably looking to score his next fuck tonight. Too bad Cinnamon Springs is the last place anyone should go to find a one-night stand. Everyone fucking talks.

“Hey, Elliot.” Trey raises his hand, leaving his friends behind to chat. “Crazy seeing you here.”

I reach for his hand to say hello. “Yep, wild, right? Just in town for a bit, helping my sis out. And you?”

“Just swinging by on the way to Buffalo. Right, your sister…” He turns to face her with a knowing grin. “It’s been a while, Eva.”

“Not long enough,” she mumbles with a forced smile.

Aston’s eyes flit between Trey and Eva, a storm of emotions swirling behind them. I recognize that telltale look of barely restrained jealousy, given this isn’t my first time hanging out with Aston and Eva. I get he’s protective of his fiancée, but God, these two are like dynamite. Too many times, I’ve found myself caught in the cross fire of their petty bickering.

“You two know each other?” Aston questions.

“We, um,” Eva stammers, “knew each other back in the day.”

Trey smirks. “We dated.”

“I wouldn’t call it dating,” Eva corrects him.

Aston’s eyes narrow.

“Well, technically, it was a few nights.” Trey carelessly adds fuel to the fire.

I quickly intervene to avoid this escalating beyond Aston’s patience. “Okay, we’re done with the trip down memory lane. Great seeing you. Might be wise for you and your buddies to stay on the other side of the bar.”

Beside me, Aston stands with his arms tightly crossed over his chest. His eyes burn with a fierce intensity. “You fucked him? Clearly, he’s a jerk,” Aston erupts.

I close my eyes in despair.

“It was a long time ago,” Eva answers with a quiet intensity in her expression. “And I’d rather not reminisce over one drunken night. I was young. We do stupid things when we’re young, right? Kind of like you kissing me at that graduation party and walking away like I was nothing.”

Aston hesitates, softening his stance, but then his shoulders straighten and I can see this is brewing into something bigger. “That was different; it was just a kiss. According to Trey, it was more than one night.”

Eva throws her hands up in the air. “We’re doing this? Because you’re no saint.”

Great, this is not how a chilled night playing pool should have gone.

Billie casts a sharp glance my way, her eyes begging me to defuse this conversation before it spirals into something uglier.

I turn to Eva and Aston. “Listen, you have a past, and you have a past. We all have a past. You’re getting married—why all the arguing over something you can’t change?”

Eva turns to me with a relieved expression on her face. “I think that’s the most mature thing to ever come out of your mouth.”

“Thanks, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“We need to leave,” Aston declares with a heavy tone. “And when I say ‘we,’ I mean me and Everleigh. We’re not spending the night hanging around a guy who has touched you and obviously would try again if I wasn’t here.”

Aston’s jealousy is comical, but I refrain from laughing because men can get sensitive. I should know, I’ve had my moments in the past. My sister can hold her own, so I watch with a straight face and keep my thoughts to myself.

“I don’t want to go,” Eva complains, crossing her arms. “You’re being a dick.”

“I’m not being a dick.” He grits his teeth, then lowers his gaze to the ground, only to lift his head with a softened gaze. “Madelina is arriving tomorrow, and I want to make sure we arrive back in the city on time.”

“Fine!” Eva shouts, then exhales loudly. “Elliot, Billie, enjoy the rest of the night. I’m sorry my fiancé is being a dick. I’m sure he’ll come to his senses real soon, then apologize when it’s too late.”

With her words loud and clear, the two of them are gone, leaving me and Billie to fend for ourselves.

“Okay, so that didn’t go as planned,” I mutter.

Billie laughs. “Those two are hopeless, but don’t worry, they’ll probably go home to have amazing se—”

I shake my head, interrupting with, “Uh-uh… don’t you breathe another word.”

“Sorry, forgot I broke the rule. Do not talk about your sister’s sex life in front of you.”

“Thank you, appreciated. Now, how about we play a game of pool?”

Billie is carefree and easy to talk to, and apparently I’m not the only one who thinks she’s easy on the eyes.

Trey is on the prowl tonight, and he hangs out with us in an effort to hook up with Billie. Clearly, ruining Eva and Aston’s night was not enough. The guy is tiresome—Trey is not reading the room. Billie eyes me many times so I’ll step in to get him away from her.

Eventually, she purposely lets out a yawn. “I should head out. I’ve had a long day.”

“I can take you home,” Trey interjects.

I place my hand on his shoulder, close to beating this fucker up. “Sorry, buddy. If I don’t get her home, Eva will kill me. Anyways, it’s been nice seeing you.”

Trey frowns with disappointment, chasing a beer back to repair his broken ego. He goes back to his group, which has gotten rowdier as the night has gone on. Any minute now, Franklin will boot their asses out to the curb.

Inside the car, Billie breathes a sigh of relief. “You saved me. Trey is cute, but you don’t go for your friends’ sloppy seconds.”

I chuckle. “Sloppy seconds sounds so…”

“Sloppy.” Billie laughs, then sighs. “Besides, I’m not ready to date. I need more time to process life without my mom, you know?”

“Yeah, of course,” I say, unsure there is anything else to say.

The rest of the ride is quiet. Billie’s gaze is distant and pensive, as if she has a lot on her mind. As we pull up in front of her place, I shift the car into park and let the engine idle, the faint hum barely breaking the silence.

Back in college, this is where I’d spin some line to get into bed with a random girl. I’d fuck until midnight, then slip out when she was fast asleep, never to return a single call. The memories of those reckless moments linger in my mind, reminding me of how much time has passed.

“Thanks for the ride, Elliot.”

“Anytime.”

“I’m not usually so quiet, it’s just—”

“Hey, don’t apologize, it’s fine. We all need our moments of solitude.”

She nods, then exits the car.

I put my foot on the gas, then drive the twenty minutes back to the dock where I’ve been crashing. It’s a houseboat—nothing extravagant, but a change from living in an apartment. The son of one of my dad’s old buddies was renting it out while he was traveling around Africa, so I took him up on the offer to look after his place while I stayed here.

As I park the car, I see my motorbike standing beside the front door, which I’ve grown very fond of. It was an impromptu purchase, and since I got it for a reasonable price, I can easily sell it once I’m done with this place.

If Eva hadn’t insisted on my picking her and Aston up, I would have ridden. It only dawns on me now that I have no idea how they got home. Cinnamon Springs doesn’t have any rideshares, and only a few cabs hang out by the station when a train comes in.

I pull out my phone to call her, but then slip it back inside my pocket.

My sister is fine.

She has her whole life worked out.

I glance at my surroundings, taking in the tall trees silhouetted by the lake in front of me. It’s just me, this boat, and my bike, my most prized possession.

Once, the world was at my feet. I was a Michelin-starred chef working at world-class restaurants in Cannes and then Paris. Now, I’m stuck in this town with nothing but older women setting me up with their daughters.

Boredom creeps in, and as I stand here listening to a lone owl hoot somewhere in the distance, I realize how complacent I’ve become in this small town. The weight of my inaction settles heavily on my shoulders. I’ve always been someone who gets things done, especially when it involves my career. Maybe it’s also been my downfall. I ran so quickly from Paris to escape the comfort of my relationship with Nicole. It’s almost like I was chasing more.

“A penny for your thoughts?”

The familiar voice coming from the path near the boat brings a smile to my face. Ronald owns the boat beside the one I’m staying in. He’s a quirky old fella who lives with his pug, Margaret Anne. She was named after this woman he once knew who he claimed looked exactly like her. When he told me, I didn’t know whether to laugh or feel sorry for the woman.

I keep my eye on him since he lives alone, away from his family, who rarely visit.

“Need more than a penny,” I jest, then lean down to rub Margaret Anne’s face. “What brings you out this late?”

“A late-night stroll just to keep my heart ticking along for a few more years,” Ronald quips. “Besides, this annoying young lady was getting antsy. I think we both needed a walk.”

“You’re so high-maintenance,” I say to the chubby face staring wide-eyed at me.

“Anyway, you carry on with what you’re doing. I’ve got to head back and see if Gordon is going to lose his shit at those young chefs again. He’s got the mouth of a sailor, I tell ya.”

A small chuckle passes my lips. Ronald loves his reality shows and since I introduced him to Gordon Ramsay, he’s been binge-watching everything he’s in.

As Ronald and Margaret Anne head back home, I step inside the boat and stretch my arms to relieve the tension building up at the back of my neck.

I take a seat at the table and open my laptop. There, pinned in my inbox, is the email from Jacques Dupont offering me the head chef position for his new restaurant in Saint-Tropez. I’d be back in France, in my element, with everything at my fingertips.

I start typing, creating a list of my requirements. If I’m going to move back and start over, I want it to be on my terms, which includes a decent pay raise. After quickly reviewing the email, I hit send.

It’s out there, in the universe, and if all roads lead back to France, I’ll pack my bags and be on the next flight.

Cinnamon Springs is nothing but a dead end.

For now, I play the waiting game.

And let the chips fall where they may.





CHAPTER 3 Madelina

My determination to move forward with my life lasted all of five minutes.

Louis and Gabriel, Mr. and Mr. Eavesdropper, were given the whole story after the waiter served us a bottle of rosé, which I drank most of. Gabriel thought I did the right thing by ending it before it was too late. Louis, on the other hand, played devil’s advocate. It was fine until his opinion segued into a conversation about Louis’s ex. This was when things got heated. I didn’t expect to play the mediator in a lovers’ spat, but the spat became a problem when Gabriel stormed off, and Louis ran after him.

One would think my aura is toxic.

At this point, I would agree.

I chickened out of heading back home, instead booking a one-way ticket to Ibiza. It seemed like the solution to all my problems—party all night, sleep all day, and meet incredibly cute guys. The only way to get over your past mistakes is to make a new one, right?

I was too old for partying all night, though. By eleven in the evening, I retreated to my hotel for sleep and spent my days binge-reading instead of sleeping. I found myself in this small-town romance binge fest, which is ironic since I was avoiding going back to my own small town.

As I sat at Ibiza Airport waiting for my connecting flight back to New York, it officially marked the end of my European escape.

The moment the wheels touch down on the tarmac, a jolt races through my body. I continue to stare out the window, and soon JFK Airport looms into view as we slowly roll toward the terminal. The dreary skies hang low, hinting at an impending storm. I can already feel a pang of nostalgia wash over me, missing those blissful days spent lounging on sun-drenched beaches, where the warm rays kissed my skin and boredom was my companion.

That—and a smutty book.

“Welcome to New York,” the flight attendant announces over the speaker. “The current time is 11:50 a.m. with a temperature of eighty degrees. If you’re visiting, we hope you enjoy your stay. For everyone else, welcome home.”

Around me, many people appear excited to have landed—I can only assume they’re tourists. The rest looked relieved to be home, as if the weight of their journeys has finally been lifted the moment they touched down on familiar ground.

As for me, I am neither.

I quickly text my brother to let him know I’ve landed. Aston suggested during our last conversation I stay with him at his loft before driving out to Cinnamon Springs. Knowing me and my so-called fragile state, he said it would be much better for me to ease myself back into my old life. I couldn’t be bothered arguing, so I agreed, since I knew jet lag would hit me. It’s the only thing I loathe about traveling because once it finds you, it’s like the foggiest of fogs where nothing in the world matters but sleep.

Me



You better not have one of those dumbass signs welcoming me home. I’ll kick your ass if you do.





Everyone waits until the seat belt sign turns off, except for one man, who is already up. The hostess shouts at him from her seat. The moment the sign is off, an announcement airs over the speaker, prompting everyone to rush like sheep being herded into a barn.

Thankfully, no one sat beside me on the flight, so I didn’t have to make small talk with some stranger. I’m convinced plane small talk is a punishment from the universe. It’s all fun and games at the beginning, but it’s not worth the awkward silence for the other ten hours of the flight.

As I stand up and stretch my arms, my phone pings inside my purse.

Aston



As if you could kick my ass. Meet you outside.





He has a point, but I don’t dwell on it, distracted by two young girls staring at me. One whispers something into the other girl’s ear, and then they both continue to gawk at me. Instinctively, I wipe my face in case I have some of that god-awful pudding I ate on my chin or something.

Passengers start moving toward the exit with their hand luggage. As I step out of my row, I’m forced to walk past the girls, who linger in their section. I lower my gaze to the floor of the plane, staring at my Dunks, until a voice says, “Excuse me, are you Madelina Beaumont?”

The mention of my name draws my attention to the two girls.

“Um, yes” is all I manage to answer.

“Your brother is Aston, right?”

“Yes…”

Their eyes widen, and then the one with the messy bun whispers, “I told you so. He’s so hot.”

Of course, this is about Aston and his viral posts of Donuts Ever After, which he started after creating a social media account. A sweet gesture to show Eva how much he loved her when they were apart.

Since things went belly up with my dad, Aston’s been making a name for himself and running in the same circles as other well-known billionaires. Every girl and her vagina has been drooling over him like he’s some sex god.

“I saw this video, and is it true your ex stood you up at your wedding, but your father made it sound like you ran away?”

I tilt my head in confusion. “What? Where on earth did you read such bull—”

“Excuse me, ma’am?” The lady behind me interrupts. “I’ve got a husband, a mother-in-law, and a cranky manager who didn’t want me to take two days off from my shitty job to attend my aunt’s funeral waiting for me. Could you move it along?”

Ma’am? I am only twenty-six.

There’s no time to continue my conversation with these girls, let alone stew in my anger. The anticipation of freedom surges within me—the confined space suddenly feels like pure hell.

My fingers grip the suitcase handle as my knuckles turn stark white, and I wish I could transport to anywhere but here. I could wait for them to disembark, but what’s the point? People are forming their version of my life, and nothing I say will make it all go away.

I breeze through customs without any interrogation of my travels, a wave of relief washing over me as I head to the baggage carousel. Usually customs has a long wait, which has me questioning my will to live, and whether I am carrying bags of cocaine.

I spot my suitcases rolling toward me on the carousel. Grabbing hold of them, I push through the glass doors into the bright arrivals hall.

As I scan the area, I quickly spot Aston waiting for me, his familiar figure standing out among the crowd. The sight of my older brother ignites a rush of emotions, and I feel a lump form in my throat, even though I saw him a month ago in Paris.

“You looked wrecked,” Aston is quick to tease with a smile. “I offered to upgrade you to first class.”

“I have to unlearn a billionaire’s daughter’s lifestyle. Dad doesn’t pay for anything anymore. A trust fund can only
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