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      I’ve been mad at myself for years.

      For breaking her heart.

      And then for breaking my own.

      

      It’s way worse now because I don’t just miss her… I’m getting married to somebody else.

      

      My fiancée was cherry picked for me.

      The sole purpose of our sham marriage is to save the political career of my father.

      It’s all good to go.

      The wedding is happening.

      And my wedding planner?

      Laura… the same woman that I’ve been desperately trying to forget.

      

      When I saw her again, we stared into each other’s eyes for what seemed like an eternity.

      She remembers what it was like together.

      I do too.

      

      I can’t put up with this insanity… I need to call off this wedding even if everything is at stake.

      

      And then I need to fix things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: LAURA

          

        

      

    

    
      This was going to be the best summer of my life. The summer when all my dreams would come true.

      I was wearing my old two-piece, bathing suit, which had cartoon watermelons all over it, and lying on a towel out on the deck of the Kirkpatrick lake house, drying myself under the summer sun. Owned by Cade’s parents, the lake house was a gorgeous building, a grand structure with several bedrooms—which his parents called a ‘quaint cabin.’ But for me, it was a stunning and massive house than any I had ever seen before. From the main road, it looked like a simple log cabin, but once you reached the driveway, the house dwarfed you with its height and expanse. Inside, it was even more amazing! There were multiple fireplaces, plush cushions, expensive artwork and sculptures as well as dark rich wood paneling from floor to ceiling. It made you feel so warm and welcomed.

      Not that I’d had too much time to observe the décor. I’d been busy. Both of us had been way too busy.

      I still couldn’t believe that Cade Kirkpatrick, the most popular guy in high school, would be interested in me. He was handsome, rich, friends with everyone, smart and ambitious—everything that you could ever want in a boyfriend. The first time I saw him in the school hallways, I was mesmerized by his dark green eyes. They seemed to suck you into his mysterious and effervescent persona, made it seem like your world was turning upside down.

      I knew that there was no chance in hell a guy like that would ever go out with a girl like me. Our worlds were poles apart—after all, he was the son of a senator and I was a slightly chubby, white trash girl from the trailer park. While Cade was the most popular guy in school, I was the tree in the background for all drama club musicals.

      But destiny works in its own weird ways and you never know when your whole life can completely change.

      I still clearly remember the day when Cade and I were made lab partners in Mr. Kovacs’ chemistry class and—the irony wasn’t lost on me—sparks had flown. Having Cade sit so close to me, being able to smell his strong cologne, looking into his eyes, seeing his smile that made his eyes twinkle…I was mesmerized! I spent the whole day in a daze, wondering whether we had had a genuine connection.

      Was he really flirting with me? Did he really say that he was so happy to know me more and that he wanted to go out with me?

      And now, months had passed since that fateful day in class. When school got over, we came to Cade’s lake house and were making out on every available surface. The days just passed by in a daze, as the both of us were completely lost in the pleasure of making love, of discovering each other’s bodies, and of living in our own sweet world.

      I was in love! Before Cade, I had never even kissed anyone! And here I was having sex with him day and night! Cade didn’t care that I was chubby—he couldn’t stop staring at me, and he would always tell me that I was stunning, that I took his breath away. It made me so happy to hear him say all these things because being a chubby girl and not being “conventionally pretty,” I had been teased a lot as a kid. But Cade took away all my insecurities. Every time he would compliment my body, my heart skipped a beat. He made me feel like I was on top of the world. I had never felt so loved before.

      The only issue was that our relationship was a secret, which I was fine with. When we started dating in secret, we had discussed that we would keep it hidden from everyone until graduation. Cade was especially particular about saving me from the hurtful gossip of the rich, popular girls and guys, who would have made endless fun of my weight, looks, and my white trash status. That was the way it was in our school—the rich folks were constantly picking on the kids from the poorer side of the district, that is, kids from the “wrong side of the tracks,” like me. You couldn’t escape the daily reminder of your social status because the school was located right in the middle of two districts—between Grosse Point Park, the rich suburb in Detroit, and X, the industrial part of town where most people were either unemployed and on food coupons. Half the students were from either side of the divide, and the two halves rarely mingled.

      Which is why I trusted Cade and his promise that he would do anything in his power to protect me from the rich clique. A few days after meeting in Chemistry class, we had kissed for the first time, under the bleachers after school had ended. That day, Cade swore that he would protect me from the gossip circle because he cared deeply for me. He promised that after graduation, we would be free to openly go out together and date. No one could hurt us then. No one would say anything mean to me because Cade would be there to protect me. My knight in shining armor.

      And at last, we had graduated high school. School would start in the fall, sooner than I would like, only because I wanted the magical, beautiful summer with Cade at the lake house to last forever. With no neighbors nearby, it felt like we were the only two people in the world. Every day, he would do or say something cute that I would fall deeper and deeper into the romance of our relationship. I was hooked on to him! I couldn’t imagine that there was a life before this when Cade was not in my life. That past seemed so bleak and distant. I never wanted to go back to that. I wanted to stay here, at the lake house, with Cade forever.

      Last night, the way he’d held me in his arms…I knew that he loved me just as much as I loved him. He hadn’t said it yet though—something that the small, insecure voice in the back of my head kept taunting me about—but it was fine. Cade was very charming around everyone, an alpha male that commanded everyone’s attention immediately, but when we were alone, he was really quiet and thoughtful. I loved both these sides of him. I knew that he was shy despite his outgoing personality and that was why he hadn’t said those three little words yet. I hadn’t said them either, to be fair, even though I felt them so strongly in my heart. And all over my body.

      And on the last few days of the summer, as I lay on the dock slowly drying off, I marveled at how the cool lake was a perfect contrast to the hot weather. I loved how the sun was seeping deep into my skin, warming up my body, after I had enjoyed the chilly waters of the lake. My eyes were closed, but I could hear Cade splashing in the water. Swimming was his preferred workout and he had been swimming so much over the year that his body was incredibly muscular, like, ripped. His clothes stretched tight across his chest and arms now, not that we were wearing any clothes for more than a couple of hours anyway, this past week. He had also had a growth spurt, which gave me a glimpse of the man he would become in a few months, and I loved what I was seeing! I couldn’t wait for us to grow together, to become adults together. I knew that we were a great pair.

      And now, we’re going off to college, I said to myself, smiling. Nothing in the world could banish this smile. My hopes for a life with Cade were coming true at last.

      Though my eyes were closed, I could hear Cade haul himself up out of the water and onto the dock, and my smile grew further. The soft thump of his feet reverberated on the dock as he walked towards me. Then suddenly, heavy drops of cold water dripped all over me!

      I sat up, squealing in surprise. “Cade!”

      He was standing above me and shaking his head vigorously, so that the water from his wet blond hair fell on me.

      “Cade, I was trying to dry off,” I laughed and put my hands up to protect myself.

      “Oh, is that so?” Cade dropped down to his knees and straddled me. He bent down further and tried to wipe his wet body all over mine.

      “Ah!” I squealed and squirmed, feeling the cold of his body and invariably shivering, but also knowing that I couldn’t resist him or his body. The hard muscles, the firmness of his touch on me, and how his body was heating up while he was still wet was like a siren song to me. Any resistance was futile. So, I gave up and wrapped my arms around his neck.

      “Mm, that’s my girl,” Cade murmured, and bent down to kiss me.

      A wave of pleasure washed over me as Cade kissed me slowly, his hot breath on my face. His kisses could be hot and possessive or soft and sweet—and this one was sultry. Seductive. I could feel him hardening against my hip, and let out a gasp. At that moment, Cade slid his tongue inside my mouth and sucked on my lips.

      He kissed me deeply, breathlessly, stopping only to take a deep breath before diving right back in to kiss me harder. Every hair on my body stood up at ends, the desire and tension building inside my body, and my muscles tightening with each stroke of his tongue inside me. I whimpered and spread my legs out underneath him, my body helpless to his seduction and instinctively following his body movements.

      “You’re so hot, Laura,” he murmured. He moved down to kiss me on the neck now, slow, deliberate kisses on my skin. “I’m going to spend the rest of the day tasting every inch of you!”

      I could hardly breath now, the desire for his body raging inside me like a fire. Yes, please. I answered in my mind, though only a whimper escaped from my mouth. I wanted him to kiss me everywhere and make me go mad with blind passion.

      But I wasn’t going to let him get what he wanted that easily.

      Cade stopped kissing me and got to his feet, holding out his hand to haul me up and pointing his head in the direction of the bedroom. I took his hand and he pulled me up effortlessly. He was so strong that all my body weight was nothing to him.

      Now that I was on my feet, though, I let go of his hand and gave him a sly look.

      “You want me, Mr. Kirkpatrick? You’re going to have to catch me first.”

      I relished the surprise on Cade’s face for a wild second and took off at a dead run up the dock, heading for the house.

      I could run pretty fast, light on my feet in a way that surprised most people, but Cade was the fastest swimmer in the school. He had strong, lean muscles and towered over me, which gave him a huge advantage. I could hear him catching up to me almost immediately.

      Aiming to throw him off, I banked right, heading not for the back door of the lake house but for the gazebo that was a little way down, off a garden path from the back porch.

      The detour didn’t deter Cade in the slightest. Even though he halted for a split second to change course, a second later, he was grabbing my arm and halting my run, yanking me around and spinning me around. Now, we were facing each other, and he was holding me tightly in his arms.

      “Well, well, well,” Cade said, stepping into the gazebo and dragging me along. I couldn’t move against his tight grip, so I tried to snap my teeth at him in mock play. He laughed but pulled me in closer to his embrace. “Whatever am I going to do with you?”

      “I think you said something about tasting every inch of me?” I replied, breathless—not just from the run. Cade’s eyes sparkled with mischief.

      “That does sound like me,” he said. He cupped my face in his hand and kissed me again.

      I let my arms drop to the side and melted into his kiss. There was no resisting his kisses because when he kissed you, the world stopped to exist and time itself stopped. He was like a Greek god and I was the helpless nymph. I dared anyone to resist his touch!

      Not that anyone else would get to do that. I was his and he was mine, and we would be together forever.

      Cade walked me backwards and pinned me against one of the gazebo pillars, and I moaned as the kiss got more urgent, sexier. I sucked on his tongue as his thigh slid between my legs and pressed upwards, tugging at my bathing suit. I could feel myself starting to get wet, anticipation thrumming in me, my nipples becoming erect against his ripped chest.

      “Cade,” I moaned, spreading my legs apart, digging my fingers into his shoulders as he kissed my neck.

      He knew my body so well, knew what made me moan, knew which spots I liked to be kissed on. He kissed me all over my face, down my neck, licking at my collarbones and playing with his tongue against my skin. Cade was always looking after me and my needs when we made love, which allowed me to fully enjoy the passion between us. His attention is what made me fall for him deeper and deeper. Would anyone else even begin to compare? Not from what I’d heard from other girls. They would talk about how high school boys were immature and impatient, how the sex was disappointing and unsatisfactory. But Cade was nothing like the other loser boys around us. I knew that I’d hit the jackpot with him.

      His mouth tenderly tasted my skin. My fingers slid into his thick, curly hair, holding on tightly as he moved down to my breasts, pulling the bathing suit off my chest to lick my nipples. I pulled the suit down further to completely reveal my naked torso, and Cade pressed his hands on my hips, the touch warming me and causing tingles to erupt where he touched. I whimpered his name, my head falling back against the wood pillar and eyes rolling to the back of my head. I was fully aroused now and couldn’t wait for Cade to make the next move.

      The summer air seemed to shimmer with heat as my legs started to buckle underneath me, my bathing suit now wet from something entirely different than the lake water. I worried how long my knees could stay up as Cade continued to caress my heavy breasts with his lips and hands, squeezing them hard but also kissing them tenderly. He had a weakness for my breasts, which were full and rounded, pimpled with light brown nipples that stood up erect at the mere sight of him. And I thoroughly basked in this attention—sometimes, he could almost make me cum just by playing with my breasts.

      “Cade!” I cried out as he bit my nipple and a rush of wetness slid out of me. “I’m—I can’t stand⁠—”

      Cade stood up straight and took me in his arms, gently laying me down on the floor of the gazebo. “There you go, sweetheart,” he assured me. He kissed my cheek, softly and with tenderness. I smiled at this affection but then he smirked, and his voice changed. “Now let’s really have some fun with you.”

      Kissing my breasts and moving down to my navel, he finally tugged the lower half of my bathing suit out of the way to get to where I was aching and absolutely wet for him. “I said I’d taste every inch of you,” he said, his tone dark with desire, “And I meant it.”

      I cried out as Cade licked between my legs, his tongue lapping up the wetness dripping from me and increasing the pleasure I was already full of, to the point of bursting. I knew that it wouldn’t be long before I came now. His hands held my hips down, so that all I could do was shiver and slither on floor, my back arching upward with each stroke of his tongue on me. I wanted his cock inside of me now, but his mouth was just so damn good, knowing exactly where to kiss and lick, where to curl against my clit and drive me wild.

      Cade was relentless as well, but he was determined to make me cum first. Often, he would tease me, eating me out or fingering me until I was on the brink, and then he would pull away, so that I would literally be begging him to fuck me. But that wasn’t the case now. He kept going, twisting his tongue inside of me, until I could no longer make sense of the words coming out of my mouth. I could only whimper as the pleasure coursed through me at his touch.

      I came with a rush, blackness overcoming me and making me blind for a split moment, until the blood slowly came back to my head. Cade had been devouring me like I was giving him the finest-tasting ambrosia—his hands firm on my thighs, grounding me and preventing me from floating away in a wave of pleasure. At that moment, I felt such a rush of love for him, for taking care of me in this way every time. This love was reflected in him as well.

      As Cade climbed up my body to kiss me, his cock rock hard, I knew in my very bones that he was my one and only. We were going to make love in this gazebo once again, and again and again, for the rest of our lives.

      He was the only man I was ever going to love.
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      It had been almost ten years since I’d last been in the Park. The area where I’d grown up.

      Being back was a bit dizzying, to be honest. I didn’t realize how much I had missed the place where I’d spent most of my childhood, not until I was back. For the last few years, most of my time had been spent in D.C. with my family. I had good reason to leave back then, but….

      It had been almost a decade now. Surely, I was the only one who still cared about the past. I’d been unable to shake it, to repress it or leave it behind. It haunted me every day like a ghost. Everyone else seemed to have moved on, but I was the only one who didn’t.

      Maybe it is a good thing to be back, I told myself. It would probably give me some closure finally. I would see that the past really was the past. I could see how much had changed in the town and then I could move on, at last.

      Not that I’d be happy with moving on. Oh no. To be truly happy, I needed to be in love with my fiancé. However, the mere idea made my stomach churn. You’d think that we were past the idea of arranged marriages in the 21st century, but clearly, my parents were not. Not that they had been so crass as to openly arrange my marriage. You see, they just told me that this alliance would be best for me and then pressured me every waking moment until I caved in to them.

      As I drove down to the Park, I wondered what my life would have been like if I’d had the guts to do what I wanted, and what Mom and Dad—especially Dad—wanted for me.

      I suppose I would never know.

      As the lake house appeared in view, I had the sudden feeling like being punched in the gut. I hadn’t been back here in ten years, not since the last time with….

      Laura.

      She was the reason I’d avoided Detroit all these years. The girl I’d left, abandoned, even though I knew that me leaving town was the best thing for her. After all, I had to protect her and keep her away from my parents. But God, it hurt to see the lake house and remember the good times we’d both had here—the one and only time I had truly ever been in love. She wasn’t some blue-blooded girl that my parents had chosen for me. She was the person I’d chosen, the person I wanted to be with.

      Memories of that summer were forever stuck in my mind—like a splash of bright color in the monochrome world that was my life in D.C. Ten years ago, after our graduation, when my parents had gone out of town, I’d gotten to spend many days with Laura without having to hide our relationship from anyone, even our friends.

      These memories were why I didn’t want to be back because I knew that being here would only bring me pain. But Mom had insisted on us using the lake house as the location for the wedding. She’d said it would be the perfect backdrop for the wedding photographs, which I could only presume I’d see in the press the next day. After all, this media attention kind of comes with the territory when your mother is a famous actress, and your father is a member of Congress.

      It will only help your prospects of getting elected!

      Me getting elected to Congress was all that mattered to my parents, especially Dad. Mom didn’t care about the ways as long as I did become famous and would carry on the family legacy.

      As I parked the car and got out, the lake house seemed to stare back at me in disapproval. Mom wanted a huge event here, which I wouldn’t have minded as long as the guests were people I actually cared about and the bride was someone I loved with all my heart. I had no problem going the extra mile for a woman I loved. But this wedding wasn’t about my fiancée—who I didn’t even love—or me. It was about my mother and our family name.

      I walked up to the front door and immediately realized that it was a mistake to come back. My stupid brain wouldn’t just let go of the decade-old memories of Laura—I swore I could smell her in the house when I entered. I could hear the walls being filled with her laughter. It was like her scent and memory had somehow lingered in the lake house even after all these years.

      My heart thumped painfully in my chest as I walked through the house to make sure that everything was in order for the wedding. Every room reminded me of her.

      The kitchen was where we made whatever crazy concoction struck our fancy, eating everything from pizza to s’mores. On the kitchen island I’d drizzled melted chocolate on her skin and licked it off clean. And then, each night, we’d be in a different bedroom just for the fun of it. We’d had sex on my parents’ bed as a special “fuck you” and in the huge tub in their bathroom, with the water running cool over our warm bodies heating with pleasure. The jacuzzi on the back porch was where we would soak ourselves for hours in the evening and the gazebo was where I’d fucked her under the hot summer sun, fresh out of the lake.

      In the living room was the couch where we’d stayed up far too late at night watching scary movies, Laura clinging to me but insisting that she wasn’t afraid and wanted to watch until the end. In the basement was the pool table where Laura had taken to the game like a duck to water and ended up kicking my ass by the end of the night.

      Every inch of this house was full of memories of her. Of us. Of the last time that I had been really, truly happy.

      I hated myself, hated those memories for reminding me of who I could’ve been if my life had been different—if I had done things differently. I could keep telling myself that I had been a scared kid back then, that I’d been unsure of myself, that it’s sometimes hard to stand up to your parents. But all of this just felt like a flimsy excuse for my cowardice.

      The last time I’d been here, I’d been in love. Now the lake house would be a place where I’d have to marry a woman I didn’t love, a woman I barely even knew. To me, having the wedding here seemed like a mockery of all that I’d ever had with Laura, all that I’d ever thought of myself. All that I’d ever wanted to do in life.

      My phone rang, startling me, and I was glad that I wasn’t holding it, or I would’ve dropped it. I yanked the phone out of my pocket. Ah, crap! I sighed as I saw that it was Paula, my assistant.

      “Hey, Paula, how’re we looking?” I asked.

      “Um…” I could hear her holding in a sigh. “Your mother’s flight was delayed, sir. I’m sorry to tell you this, but she’s already made an appointment with a local event planner….”

      “What?” I didn’t know about any appointments, but Mom had made one already? Were any decisions about this wedding being taken by me, or the bride? The way she was running the whole thing, you’d think that it was Mom was getting married.

      “I know, sir, I know,” Paula said, her voice slightly strained, but keeping calm. “She didn’t tell me as well and I’d heard nothing from her team about this until now. I believe her intention was to have the meeting without you or spring it on you at the last minute.”

      “And we know how much she loves doing that,” I muttered, rolling my eyes.

      “As it is, this planner has great reviews and seems like an excellent choice, your mother does know how to pick the best,” Paula went on. I could hear the clack of the keyboard as she dug in deeper to find out more about the event planner my mother had chosen. “I suggest you go to the meeting in your mother’s place. You’ll have to fly solo but maybe, sir, this could be a chance for you to get some of your opinions on things. See if you can get the planner on your side?”

      Paula didn’t know everything about my family, but she’d have to be blind to have missed how my mother took over everything without consulting my tastes or opinions.

      “Okay. Sounds like a plan.”

      I didn’t want to cancel on the planner because it was probably best that we were getting the ball rolling already. Y’know, might as well get this whole charade over and done with as quickly as possible. I know I shouldn’t be saying this about my own wedding and that I should be excited. But I wasn’t happy or excited for many things.

      Well, anything, in my life, really. This was just par for the course.

      As I ended the call with Paula, I felt a dread in my stomach and deep sorrow. Sometimes, Mom would ask me why I didn’t smile more. She wouldn’t want the truth because she didn’t care that I was unhappy, she just cared about me looking happy. The family image was all that mattered to her.

      No wonder I had been depressed for the last decade! Only one person had ever cared about me. Only one person had ever loved me for me, not because of my family or what favors I could do for them.

      Laura.

      But I had to banish all thoughts of her now. Maybe meeting the event planner would stop me from spiraling further into depression as I thought about my wedding day—the day of my imprisonment. I might be going through with this wedding for the sake of my parents, and the girl might be nice, but that didn’t mean I wanted to be actively involved in the event that would tie me down to someone I didn’t care about.

      But I couldn’t leave without walking down to the lake for one last time.

      I took my time, feeling the grass under my shoes, resisting the urge to take my clothes off and dive right into the water. The lake was pristine and placid, the sun shimmering on the water. If I closed my eyes and listened carefully, I could hear the ghost of splashing and laughter from when Laura and I had taken swims in the lake. Every day that we’d stayed at the lake house had made me feel like a badass, sneaking my secret girlfriend up here. It had felt like a honeymoon. I wished it had been my honeymoon.

      You aren’t a kid anymore, I told myself viciously. Laura could’ve turned into a horrible person, the logical part of my brain told me. We had been eighteen at the time, young and fresh out of high school. We both were immature and inexperienced, and so, Laura could very well have turned into someone I didn’t like, someone I couldn’t stand.

      Deep in my heart though, I knew that this could not be true in any way. My brain could argue with logic, but my heart knew the truth. Nobody knew about her, as I’d kept my pain a secret, but Laura was the one that got away. No, the one that I shoved away. Even if it was for her own sake.

      My phone rang again. For fuck’s sake. I considered throwing it into the lake so that nobody could ever contact me or bother me again, especially right now.

      Oh, fuck! It was Dad. “Hey, Dad!”

      “Cade.” Dad sounded like he was in the middle of doing something important and I had bothered him, even though he was the one who’d called. “I want to set up a meeting with a potential campaign adviser. He’s an up-in-comer on the Beltway.”

      “I’m stuck in Michigan planning the wedding,” I reminded him. I could hear the disappointed silence on the other end of the line, so I quickly added, “Set something up for when I come back to D.C.”

      “Sounds good.” Then suddenly, his tone softened, “I remember my wedding…your mother looked radiant. I know it’s hectic, so let your mother do most of the work and we can get you back here to focus on your campaign work. Trust me when I say that the planning might be a pain in the neck, but it’ll all be worth it when you see your bride walking down the aisle.”

      He hung up before I could reply. He’d always do that. When he was done talking, the conversation would be considered as over. No sense in waiting around exchanging pleasantries.

      But my dad was wrong. It wouldn’t be “worth it” for me in the end. I couldn’t ignore the truth that I simply wasn’t in love with my bride. Seeing her walk down the aisle would not bring out any feelings inside me. Because those feelings were never there.

      I knew better than to tell my dad all this, of course. And that I didn’t want to do the campaign. Senator Kirkpatrick wasn’t a man you said no to, which had made him successful but, in my opinion, it had made him a lousy father.

      Keeping my phone back in my pocket, I looked back out over the lake. I didn’t say “goodbye” out loud, but felt it in my heart. I sighed deeply before walking back to my car and driving into town to meet the event planner.

      Ten minutes later, I pulled up in front of a small office building in the downtown area. Entering the ground floor reception area, I rechecked the directory on the wall and there it was, on the second floor—High Point Events. I took a deep breath. Let’s hope that this wedding planner knows what they are doing, so that I can hand it off to them and wash my hands of the entire fucking deal!

      Stepping off the elevator and walking in through the office door, I saw that the space was immaculately decorated and arranged, with ivory-colored couches and coffee tables nestled between numerous floral arrangements and photographs of various brides and grooms on their wedding day adorning the walls. There were various magazines and binders on a bookshelf in a corner of the room, labeled WEDDING, BIRTHDAYS, ENGAGEMENTS and HOLIDAYS. The whole room made me realize—again—that this wedding was really happening, and it wasn’t just a bad dream. I was stuck in a deal that I’d had no part in making.

      Thankfully, there was no one around to see my nervousness. “Hello?” I called out.

      “Be with you in a moment!” a feminine voice responded from one of the rooms behind the reception desk. I tried to peer behind me but all I could see were filing cabinets and decorations hanging from the door frame, no humans. That must be the room where the actual work happened, cluttered with decorations and files, while the reception was kept meticulously clean for clients and visitors.

      “Not a problem,” I replied, lying. I wanted to get this dreaded meeting done with as soon as possible, so that Mom could not add anything further and the event planner locked in everything today itself.

      I walked over to the bookshelf and picked up a magazine with a smiling bride on the cover. Of course! It was full of tips and tricks for picking the perfect wedding destination. Fun. I couldn’t help thinking what a big sham the wedding industry was, with planners and vendors blowing up prices for everything from dresses to cakes, for one damn day. I knew that this annoyance was because of my situation, but I try as I might, I just couldn’t get into a good mood.

      The soft click-clack of heels on the floor alerted me and I turned around to look at the planner. I took a deep breath and put on a smile to seem friendly. After all, this poor woman had nothing to do with my miserable life, but hopefully she’ll understand what a pain wedding planning is and will sympathize with me.

      The magazine slid out of my hands and landed on the floor with a loud whack. My jaw dropped and felt my eyes popping out of their sockets, just like in the cartoons.

      The event planner stood in front of me, her hand outstretched, but the expression on her face also turning from happiness to that of shock. It was the face from my memories, the woman I’d dreamt about for years. The woman I’d loved and lost, the girl who still haunted me. I stared at her, standing in front of me in a body-hugging dress, her curves accentuated like a supermodel’s, the full breasts leaving a lot to be desired in my mind. Her thick, dark auburn hair was carefully pulled back away from her lightly freckled face, the light brown eyes twinkling in surprise and I could feel a flashback of a decade full of memories running through her mind.

      Laura Loomis.
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      When he turned around, my whole body went numb. For nearly ten years I had done my best to put Cade Kirkpatrick out of my mind. And here he was now, standing in my office.

      Memories from ten years ago flashed in my mind. He was the boy I’d fallen in love with, many summers ago, when we’d graduated from high school and spent the most magical time together at his lake house. That time with him had been perfection, there was nothing that could ever match up to it. As a naïve teenager, I’d fallen for him hard and fast, Cade being the first and only person I’d made love to. And oh, how wonderful it was! Who could imagine that a girl like me, growing up in a trailer park to a single mother, could have a fairy-tale romance with rich, hot, muscular Cade Kirkpatrick, the son of a famous actress and a senator!

      That summer, I’d been so happy. Even to this day, when things got a bit overwhelming, I would cry in the shower, thinking about what I’d lost and what could have been had Cade been around in my life. But I didn’t tell anyone about these thoughts because I didn’t want anyone’s pity. I could imagine their voices—Oh honey, you really thought you’d get to be with him?

      Yes. Yes, I had. I had been seventeen when we’d met, young and stupid, though my stupidity had had some severe consequences. Consequences I was happy about though, so that no one could judge me on my past.

      Long ago, I had resigned to the fact that Cade was in D.C. with his holier-than-thou snobbish father and his airheaded, status-obsessed mother. He would never come back to the Park. What reason did he have to come back? The glitz, glamour and attention that his family craved was in places such as New York City, Los Angeles and D.C. The Park could not offer them any of these things.

      And yet here he was, standing in my office, looking as handsome as the day I’d last seen him. I recognized him instantly, of course. Ten years had passed but he still looked as youthful as he did in high school. He was tall and had filled out more now, looking more muscular. I guess he was still working out, the fitting slacks and shirt being proof, but he’d left the collar unbuttoned and the sleeves rolled up, so that he seemed casual and approachable.

      My eyes traced the veins on his exposed forearms, regaling at the fact that I still knew every inch of him. From his curling blond hair to his muscular calves to the emerald green eyes into which I had stared so many times that I could still easily find them in a crowd.

      But I didn’t know his heart or his mind. I never had because I had been a stupid, foolish girl who had let him break her heart.

      I swallowed. Don’t cry, I told myself. Not in front of him. He didn’t deserve my tears.

      What was Cade doing in my office anyway? Why had he come back to the Park? Was it—could it possibly be—to right the wrong he did by leaving me?

      Don’t be foolish, my brain retorted. I had believed in Cade once, but wasn’t stupid enough to do it again. I was an adult now, I had responsibilities, I had a successful business. I wasn’t going to get hung up on a man who didn’t deserve it.

      Before I could say anything, Cade spoke. “I’m… Laura…”

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      Cade shook his head as if trying to clear his thoughts, “I’m….” He looked dumbfounded. “I’m sorry to blindside you like this, but I promise you, I’m just as surprised as you are.”

      I was tempted to make a snide remark, but stopped myself. I could see that he was in as much of a shock as I was.

      “My mother was the one who set up the appointment,” Cade went on to explain. “Or… one of her assistants did, I should say.”

      “Of course, they did,” I answered, nodding. I remembered what Cade had told me about his parents—more like what he hadn’t said—and his relationship with them. It had been a taboo topic because his parents were a stark contrast to the person he was. Of course, after he left me, I’d researched about his parents and seen the gossip about how demanding his mother was or how ruthless his father. They got things done through whatever means or whoever. And they were filthy rich, so of course, they’d have plenty of assistants to do their tasks.

      The person who’d called to make the appointment hadn’t given a name, saying that their boss was “high profile” and that they’d prefer to “keep things discrete before the face-to-face meeting”. It felt a bit odd at first, because Detroit didn’t have any high-profile people, but then my business sense kicked in and I realized that I needed a high-profile client, so that I could have my big break and become the go-to girl for events. Finally taste some success. So, I’d spent my whole morning preparing for this meeting. The event was obviously going to be big—possibly, the biggest thing I’d ever done. I now realized that it was Cade’s parents. Who else could it be?

      “I didn’t know that you were an event planner,” Cade went on.

      He wasn’t here for me. He didn’t care about me. I tried my best to keep a neutral expression, but it was hard. I had imagined this moment, seeing him again, so many times because I wanted to unleash a whole tirade that
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