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“Are you ready yet?” I hollered down the hall to my sister Izzy. “I want to get there before it gets busy so we can find good seats.”

I stood at the mirror in the hallway and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, wondering if I would ever be brave enough to attempt to change the color. The jet-black strand glared at me as it popped free, sending a spiral curl in my face. I sighed and gave up, knowing that it was a losing battle, and I didn’t have the time or patience to try to tame my unruly mane. 

“You just want to get there early so you can load up on food and then go back for seconds before the game starts,” Izzy muttered, coming down the hallway in a pair of cutoff denim shorts that barely covered her ass and a tank top that pulled tightly across her overly-endowed chest. She looked like she was sixteen going on twenty-two with the way her body had filled out this summer. 

“Yeah, and I’m buying you lunch, so what’s the problem?” I teased, raising a brow at the scowl on her face as she looked down at her phone. 

“Nothing,” she said quietly, lifting her nail to her mouth before nervously chewing it. I recognized the nervous tic she’d had since she was a kid and knew that something was bothering her more than my love for hot dogs and nachos at the ball game. 

“What’s wrong?” I pressed, studying her. 

She looked up at me, her dark green eyes identical to mine. There was a speck of worry hiding there before she looked away. 

“I just got a message from Tanya.”

“And?”

“She said that Jake is back in town. She just saw him at The Tavern.”

I waited as the air rushed past my lips in a staggered exhale. It felt like the oxygen had been ripped out of my body, forcing me to take a ragged breath in to replenish it.

“What?” I pulled my head back and shook it in disbelief. “No. He’s still in California. He can’t be back.”

She turned her phone toward me, showing a picture of Jake with a tanned, airbrushed-looking girl with light blonde hair and brilliant blue eyes. I swallowed hard, trying to force the emotions away as they clawed at my throat. A sign hung above their heads that read "The Tavern." He was very much back in town. 

“I’m sorry, Bell,” she said softly, tucking her phone back into her pocket. “Do you want me to buy you a hot dog?” 

I shook my head again, desperately trying to clear my mind. I had spent years trying to get over Jake and thought I had finally gotten to the place where I could hear his name and not break out into a full-blown panic attack. 

“Na, I’ll still buy you lunch,” I said, forcing myself to smile as I bumped my shoulder against hers as we walked out the door. “You save your money for something fun.” 

The key was faking it until you make it—or until you were alone and could cry in bed while questioning why the universe hated you. 

“Please,” she grumbled, pulling the door closed behind us. “As if there’s anything fun to do in Fallen Oaks to begin with. Watching you aggressively eat a hot dog to get rid of frustration is probably going to be the highlight of my weekend.”

“You’re so dramatic,” I teased with a shake of my head as we climbed into the car and buckled up. I put the car in drive and turned up the radio, hoping to alleviate some of the tension in the air around us. 

“You know it’s true. You had your fun back when...”

Her words trailed off, and my mood was already too sour to try to correct her. Of course, all she would remember was how much fun I had at her age because I was madly in love with the guy who would eventually break my heart and shatter my world—only I didn’t know it at the time. If I could go back and do things over again, I might take out the whole “falling in love when I was too young to know what it was” bit.  

An hour later, we were sitting in the bleachers under the rickety, worn-out wooden roof that provided the only shade. While it was nice to get there early to find a good seat, I had also wanted to keep an eye out for Jake. I was still shocked that he was back in town, but I was also more thankful that I had known before I accidentally ran into him. And I would run into him—it was just a matter of time. That was what happened when you lived in a small town: you ran into everyone whether you wanted to or not. 

I pushed the end of the hot dog into my mouth with my finger and looked around for what felt like the hundredth time before finally relaxing. The game was already half over, and there was yet to be any sign of Jake. Maybe the heavens were shining down on me today and giving me a break. 

“Hey, what did I miss?” Madison asked as she plopped down next to me. 

“The usual,” I mumbled, pointing to the field where the coach was shouting at the umpire before taking off his cap and tossing it to the ground. 

We leaned back in our seats and laughed, watching the drama unfold between Jesse, the umpire, and Frank, the coach, who was also his father. That was what happened in super small towns. Family feuds were constantly put on public display, giving the locals something to talk about besides Daisy, the dairy cow who was always on the run, escaping her enclosure. 

I took a sip of my humongous fountain drink and felt the quick relief from the heat as the ice-cold beverage hit my lips. Jesse tried to walk away from the argument with his dad, but without much success. I could see the lines etched on his face as his frustration grew. He was a good-looking guy, always one of the town hotties that the local girls threw themselves at every chance they got. He was twenty-five and had yet to settle down, much to the dismay of his mother, who was sure he should be giving her grandchildren by now. 

I was only a few years younger than him, but I never understood what the other girls were so obsessed with. He wasn’t hard to look at, but he sure as hell wasn’t Jak—. Before the thought could finish processing in my head, I saw the short, dark hair with the clean buzz cut in the back before Jake slid onto the bench in front of us. I had been so consumed by watching Jesse and Frank arguing on the field that I hadn’t noticed Jake heading toward me until it was too late. 

He tossed a quick smile over his shoulder as we pulled our feet back, staring at him in disbelief. He acted like he owned the place, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, while the world’s most beautiful woman sat down beside him. He waved at a few people and gave others a head nod before turning his attention to the field and pretending to be interested in the game. At this point, we were all just waiting for the coach to lose his temper so Jesse could eject him from the game. 

I swallowed hard, trying to force down the jealousy and nausea that were threatening to come back up as my feet bounced in front of me on the concrete. Madison gently placed her hand on my knee to try to stop it before it drew anyone’s attention. She had known me long enough to know my quirks and how to calm me, but there was nothing that would undo the emotions that Jake had forced to the surface right now. Just seeing him was enough to make me spiral back to all of those years ago when our so-called perfect love ended. 

I felt foolish for reacting so badly to seeing them together, and it wasn’t like I hadn’t already seen what she looked like since Izzy showed me earlier. But having her within inches of me and smelling her perfume as it floated in the gentle breeze beside me was almost enough to undo me. 

Was he so in love with her that her scent was imprinted on his brain and his every thought was on how to make her happy? Did he lie in bed at night, smelling her on his pillow where she laid her head while he brought her pleasure? Did he tell her he loved her and promised her the world like he once did with me? Were they planning their future together and talking about how many perfect kids they wanted to have?

Madison’s knee pushed into mine, nudging hard enough to get my attention. I turned my head slightly to look at her, unwilling to break my attention from Jake and the perfect woman who must have fallen from heaven and landed on his overly endowed dick. Lucky bitch. 

She raised her eyebrows and gave a sharp nod in their direction. I shrugged as if I didn’t know what to say, but the truth was that I really didn’t. There hadn’t been time to process any of this or figure out what it meant. I knew that his brother, Josh, was getting married next weekend, but the gossip mill had been quite adamant that Jake wouldn’t be coming home for it, given that they weren’t on speaking terms. 

I slowly released the breath that I was holding before I risked passing out. I didn’t need anything humiliating to happen today, especially in front of Jake. I hated how much I still cared about what he thought, especially after four years of not seeing him. He had clearly moved on. Why hadn’t I?

The game finally got back on track, and I was thankful that everyone started focusing on it instead of Jake. Why did he have to choose to sit here? Granted, there weren’t a ton of seats available, but he could have gotten creative. I looked around and confirmed there were a few seats on the other side by the trash can. Or the ones at the very top of the bleachers, where a piece of the railing was missing. Was it a safety hazard? Sure. But he looked like he was in the best damn shape of his life, so I imagined that he could handle it if the damn thing suddenly collapsed. She, on the other hand, probably not. But knowing my luck, he would save her, and she wouldn’t have a single hair out of place as she strategically landed on his dick and had the best orgasm of her life. 

Was I currently a little obsessed with his dick and her having access to it? Yes. But knowing that someone I had been with was now with someone else shattered my heart in a way I hadn’t expected. While our relationship had been over for years, that didn’t erase the permanent marks he’d left on my heart before he left. 

I shook my head and rolled my eyes, pushing my sunglasses up my nose as I tried to force that image out of my head. Tears stung my eyes, but I refused to allow them to the surface because the last thing I would do was allow myself to cry over him again. I was irritating myself, which meant that I would end up annoying everyone around me sooner rather than later. 

“Hey, I think I’m gonna take off,” I said quietly to Madison and Izzy, trying not to draw Jake’s attention. Madison had been my best friend since she moved here when she was six, and we had been inseparable ever since. She already knew the complicated past that I had with Jake and why I was so antsy to get out of there. 

“But they haven’t done our song yet,” Izzy whispered, nodding toward the field. 

“I know,” I said with a sigh. “Can you catch a ride with Madi when you’re done? I really need to get home.”

She rolled her eyes and gave me the worst teenage attitude I had seen. I groaned and leaned back, tapping my foot impatiently while I waited. I knew it was her favorite song, and it was the only reason she came to the games with me. I lived for ballpark hot dogs and nachos; she lived for Sweet Caroline. 

“Just stay for the song,” Jake said over his shoulder, his arm still wrapped around his new girlfriend. “You know you’ll regret it if not.” 

His eyes locked onto mine for a second, and I forced myself to try to look away. The harder I tried, the stronger he held me in place. I hated that about him, and he knew it. Just like I hated that he knew how much Izzy loved this song, and that it was our tradition to sing it together at the top of our lungs. 

“What are you doing back in town anyway?” I asked with an extra dose of bitchiness in my tone. 

I noticed how he subtly flinched when I spoke. He had heard it plenty of times during every single fight we ever had, so I knew it transported him back to those days as much as it had me. 

“I’m here for the wedding.” 

“Josh’s wedding?” 

“Is anyone else getting married?” He turned his head further, arching a brow as he waited for my response. 

“No,” I said sharply. “I just heard that you and Josh weren’t on speaking terms and that you weren’t going to make it.”

He chuckled and let out a heavy breath. The muscles in his shoulders tensed with the movement, pulling tight against the T-shirt that clung to his body and reminding me of what he used to look like without a shirt. 

“Well, I’m glad to hear that the gossip mill hasn’t died any since I’ve been gone. But yes, we were fighting, and then like adults, we resolved our differences. Now here I am—best man in his wedding.”

I felt like the ground beneath me shifted, and I nervously looked down to make sure the bleachers hadn’t decided that now was the time to fall apart after years of wear and decay. If I were going down, I wanted something more dramatic than falling fifteen feet to my so-called death. I wanted fire-breathing dragons and a volcano that spewed lava before the earth opened up and sucked me inside. 

Before I could say anything, the speakers above us grew louder, and the song changed. I felt the tingles shooting through me as the vibrations started from the base as Sweet Caroline began playing. 

Izzy squirmed excitedly, reaching down to grab my hand. I pulled my attention back to her, returning her smile as I tried to ignore the feelings rushing through me. It sucked that Jake was back in town, but now that I knew it was just for Josh’s wedding, I felt better knowing that he wasn’t here to stay. A few days in town was doable. I could manage that and figure out ways to avoid him. 

Everyone around us was singing, belting out the lyrics as if this were the best day of their life. Soon, hands were popping up in the air as the wave started. Izzy and I anxiously waited for it to get closer to us, then stood up and lifted our arms in time before it moved past Madison and the rest of the people sitting at the end of our row. I loved watching it on TV during the professional games, but it was still fun to do here, even if it lasted only a few seconds. 

A few minutes later, it was coming back again. I laughed as Izzy squealed, the excitement radiating through her. I felt the tension ease in my shoulders as I let her energy change mine. This was fun, and I knew it—even if I was willing to run away from it a few minutes ago to avoid Jake. 

Before it got back to us, I noticed him leaning his head in to talk to Malibu Barbie. It wasn’t like I knew her real name because he never took the time to introduce her to anyone—not that I was complaining. It was probably because she had been on her phone the entire time, not paying attention to him and dismissing his playful manner when he tried to get her to do the wave with him. I knew him well enough to see the frustration and irritation that lingered in his eyes when he thought no one was looking. 

We went through three more rounds of the wave before the song was over, and everyone sat down. It was now the seventh-inning stretch, and people started getting up to head to the bathroom and concession stand before the game started again. 

I was about to get up to leave when I saw her turn to Jake and run a hand along his cheek. 

“I’m sorry, baby, I didn’t mean to upset you,” she said in what sounded like a whiny tone. 

Barf. 

“You didn’t upset me,” he replied sternly, holding her hand in place. It wasn’t an endearing move, but more one to keep her from touching him. “But you missed Sweet Caroline because you were glued to your phone.”

She covered her mouth with her hand and gasped, turning to look at us with wide-eyed horror on her face. 

“Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to be so disrespectful during the national anthem!”

I pulled my head back and tilted it to the side. She had to be kidding. Right?

Jake leaned in close to her and whispered, “That’s not the national anthem.”

Confusion flashed across her flawless face. 

“It’s not?”

He shook his head. 

“Then why are you so upset about it?”

I could sense the hesitation as he tried to figure out how to tell her what the problem was. Maybe it was because I knew Jake, but I didn’t think it should be that hard to understand why he was upset with her. They were there to socialize and enjoy the baseball game, yet she had been more preoccupied with her phone and whatever was on it. 

“So, how do you guys know each other?” Madison asked, clearing her throat. “Did you meet in college?”

Jake turned toward us, a forced smile on his face. 

“College?” the girl scoffed. “No. I didn’t go to college.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder, and the snobbiness took on a new level. 

“We met in California,” Jake said tightly. “She worked at the coffee shop that I went to before class.” 

“Worked?” I asked, feeling like something was off. 

“Yeah, I quit my job to move out here with Jake,” she said proudly. 

My stomach dropped as the blood rushed out of me. 
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“Jake fucking Kensington! How the hell are you, man?” Jesse said, clapping me on the back as he slid down onto the barstool next to me. 

I spun the bottle cap on the table and watched before it fell and landed in front of me. That was a good question, and I had no clue what the answer was. Before I got back to Fallen Oaks, I was convinced that I knew what I was doing when I decided to pack up and head back to the place I swore I would never return. Not because anything bad had happened here—just that I wanted more for myself. More out of life. 

“I’m good,” I lied, forcing my lips to turn up into a smile. I had dropped Camille off earlier and told her that I had to meet with my brother and the rest of the wedding party tonight to go over the details for next weekend. I wasn’t sure that she had even heard me as she walked around, holding her phone up while mumbling about there not being enough light in the room. 

Jesse sat down and spun his baseball cap around on his head, taking a glance at the other tables that were filling up on the patio. It was a nice night, and The Tavern was the popular place to hang out, probably because it was the only place. 

“Back for more?” Shirley asked as she passed by, tossing a few napkins and straws on the table. 

“You know me.” I laughed. “I just can’t get enough of the onion rings.”

“Mmm hmm.” She chuckled and shook her head, calling me on my bullshit. “Do you want the bacon cheeseburger again, or are you gonna try something new?”

“Is there something new?” Jesse asked in disbelief. 

Shirley threw her head back and laughed. We joined her, knowing that nothing at The Tavern ever changed. She opened it right after she graduated from high school, and that was twenty-some years ago. On occasion, she would add a new menu item to see if the locals liked it, but she’d learned over time that change wasn’t well-received in Fallen Oaks. 

“A bacon cheeseburger would be great. Thank you.”

She nodded and looked over at Jesse, waiting for his order. 

“I’ll do the same.”

I looked around, wondering when Josh and Kent were going to get there. They were always late, so it didn’t surprise me at all, but it sure as hell gnawed at the irritation that was already starting to eat away at me. 

Shirley took off to put in our orders as a group of girls I went to school with walked in and sat down at the empty table a few feet from ours. I could hear the whispers as their heated gazes sent a warmth through my body. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat and took a drink of water. 

I had been with Camille for over a year, but it still didn’t feel too serious between us, which was weird because she had agreed to move to Fallen Oaks with me and leave her glamorous life in California behind. Or at least she pretended it was glamorous and told everyone we knew that it was. 

“So, how does it feel to be back home?” Jesse asked, pulling me out of my thoughts. 

I thought about it for a moment before replying. 

“It’s great to see my family,” I answered, choosing the safe response. 

A smirk tugged at the corner of his lips as he took a sip of water. 

“Has it been great seeing anyone else?” he probed. 

He knew my history with Bellamy better than anyone in town, which said a lot given that this town was so obsessed with gossip that not much was ever left private. As my best friend, he knew the secrets that no one else had managed to uncover, which was a relief. 

“I wouldn’t say great,” I mumbled, looking away and leaning back as Shirley set our beers down in front of us. “More awkward and tense,” I added as she walked away. 

“Well, I can imagine she was pretty heated after seeing you show up with Camille.”

“Yeah,” I breathed out. “I didn’t give anyone a heads-up about that, so I’m sure she was pissed.” 

“How did Camille take it?”

“Take what?” I asked, confused. 

“Meeting Bell.”

I swallowed hard and took a drink. Recognition flashed in his eyes when he realized what I was purposely not saying. 

“You didn’t tell Camille that Bellamy was your ex-fiancée?” 

“It didn’t come up.”

“Jake, Jake, Jake,” he tsked. “You really thought that you could move back to Fallen Oaks with your new girlfriend and expected that she wouldn’t find out about your ex-fiancée?” 

“I was hoping that I had time.” I shrugged my shoulders. The truth was that I hadn’t told Camille about it because I didn’t want to. There were plenty of opportunities, but none of them felt right to tell her that I walked away from the only girl who had ever taken a piece of my heart and not given it back. 

When I left for college in California, I felt the pain of losing Bellamy for months—hell, years. Nothing I did could dull the aching that radiated through me every time something reminded me of her. I tried to move on, to live my life without her, but it always felt dull, as if something were missing. 

“Did you already get moved in?” Jesse asked, his brows knitted together. 

I knew where this was going and spun the bottle cap on the table again. 

“Yeah,” I muttered, wiping the sweat that had started to bead on my forehead. It was nearing the end of summer, but that didn’t mean we would be spared from the heat. 

“So you moved in with your new girlfriend and thought you still had time to tell her about your ex...” His words trailed off as his amusement with my predicament grew. 

“I’ll tell her. When the time is right.” 

Just then, Josh and Kent made their way over, saving me from more uncomfortable questioning. Jesse was right. I needed to tell Camille and come clean. She deserved to know the truth. 

“You guys already started without us?” Josh whined, sitting down between Jesse and me as Kent took the other seat on the opposite side. 

“Well, if you got here on time, we would have started with you,” I teased, taking a sip of beer from the bottle. 

“Sorry, I got a little distracted.” He smiled, and we didn’t have to ask what it meant. 

Shirley came over and took their orders while I checked my phone. There was a new text message, and a quick rush of excitement rushed through me when I thought that it might be from Bellamy. My face scrunched when I found a picture from Camille of her in front of the front door, pointing to the worn-out wooden numbers that were barely hanging onto the wall. Another thing that I needed to fix. 

She was smiling and looked genuinely happy. The text simply said, “Home sweet home.” I sent back a quick smiley face and thought nothing more of it. 

I tried to clear my head and enjoy my time with the guys. I had been gone for four years while I was in college, but now, being back here with them, it felt like I was transported back in time to when I was truly happy. 
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