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To my husband, thank you for being my biggest cheerleader during this new
adventure, and for never complaining when I spent countless hours hidden
away in my writing cave. You are my hero and you will always blow away

any book-boyfriend I could ever create.

Your love inspires me.
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Three Months Prior

L ooking outside my parents’ dining room window, I hear birds chirping

as a light breeze blows petals off of my Mom’s Bradford Pear tree. The
serene scene is a stark contrast from where I’m standing. My eyes move from
the window and back to the dining room where my entire campaign team is
meeting for the first time.

Since my apartment isn’t big enough to host this many people, my parents
let us use their house for the meeting. They own a large home in the College
Hill area of Wichita, Kansas. Their dining room is large and open, with bay
windows and a massive table. The walls are painted a deep red, which looks
very regal alongside the cherry wood table and matching chairs. And the
fireplace makes the room feel cozy and inviting.

It’s exhilarating to finally have everyone together in the same room.
Looking around, I see papers scattered all over the table as everyone talks at
once, sharing ideas and making notes. My cheeks are beginning to hurt
because I can't stop grinning.

My team is made up of amazing people. There’s my campaign manager,

Paul Newhouse, whom I was fortunate enough to meet during my volunteer



work. He’s tall and slim with steel-grey hair and deep, brown eyes. He looks
like he’s all business. And he is. There’s also my brother, David, who’s a
certified public accountant, who agreed to be my secretary. Along with Paul
and my brother, there are a dozen others at our meeting: campaign strategists,
graphic designers, and my public relations team. It’s chaotic, but I can feel
my soul coming alive. I can tell we will all work well together. Taking a deep
breath, I try to soak up this moment. I’'m honored that these people will be the
ones standing behind me during this process.

As the meeting wraps up and everyone begins gathering their papers and
laptops, I stand to address my team. “Before you all leave, I’d like to say a
few words.” The room quiets down.

“The dream team is finally together!” I grin and everyone chuckles. We
have to add some humor and fun into this campaign or it will kill our souls.
“This next year will be extremely busy and require a lot of hard work, but
I’m confident that we can take on the challenge! I know tonight’s meeting
has been grueling since we are in the thick of finalizing my campaign
strategy and confirming endorsements, but I’'m beyond grateful to have you
all here.”

Everyone smiles and shakes my hand before leaving.

My excitement turns into dread as soon as I look over and notice Paul still
sitting at the opposite end of the table. He always looks pretty serious, but he
has been unusually quiet this evening. He looks up and meets my gaze as the
last of our campaign team trickles out of the room. Once it’s just David and I
left, he finally speaks.

“Can I talk with you privately, Madden?”

I’m taken aback for a moment and glance at David. Paul knows I trust my

brother implicitly. But, according to the sweat forming on his brow, he has



horrible news to share. My stomach tightens.

I have dreamt of becoming a Congressman since I was in high school. That
goal propelled me into law school and countless hours of volunteer work on
political campaigns over the years since then. If this fails, it will devastate
me. I’ll have to continue working as a lawyer, which was never my long-term
career plan.

Paul, David, and I stare at each other awkwardly for a few seconds before
David stands from his chair and begins to exit the room to give us some
privacy.

“Wait. No disrespect, Paul, but my brother is someone I confide everything
in. Anything you need to say to me, you can say in front of David as well.” I
nervously run my hand through my wavy blonde hair.

“Very well.”

Paul walks ahead of us, toward the armchairs by the fireplace. Once he’s
out of earshot, David whispers mockingly, “Somebody’s in trouble.” I try to
give him a nonchalant smile, but I feel queasy.

“Have a seat, I'll try to make this as straightforward as possible.” Paul
motions to the two chairs in front of the fireplace and David and I lower
ourselves into them a little uneasily. Paul is only looking at me now. I wish
my parents hadn’t lit the fire, because I can already feel sweat trickling down
my back.

“Madden, you hired me because I’'m good at what I do. You’ve watched
me help several politicians get elected into office, and that’s my hope for you
as well. To prepare for our first meeting tonight, I’ve been studying past
congressional representatives who served in Kansas. After scouring over the
data these past few weeks, I have a few concerns.”

Paul takes a deep breath. “If I didn’t know how important this



congressional campaign is to you, I might not even mention such a seemingly
trivial issue, but...”

David and I look at each other nervously. I make a circling motion with my
hand, urging Paul to continue.

“Kansas is a conservative, Republican state. Since you’re running as a
libertarian, you already have the odds against you. My research shows that
every state representative before you was not only married, but had children
as well. My point being, in contrast to congressmen before you, voters may
see you as uncommitted and immature. Especially because you’re much
younger than anyone who has represented this state. I’m afraid they won’t see
you as someone who takes the needs of their families seriously.”

He pauses and clears his throat, contemplating his words. “To put it
bluntly, married individuals are much more likely to win the conservative
vote. Kansas’s voters want to see a family man who exudes strong morals
and family values. I know you have the drive to serve your constituents, but
I’m not confident that voters will see that.”

Once Paul finishes, the room is eerily quiet. Even David’s good humor has
vanished, and his skin looks pale. None of us know what to say.

After a few seconds of processing, I’m able to take a deep breath and form
words again. “But have there been any single men who have ran before?
Most candidates are older and therefore happen to be married. But is it really
a prerequisite?”

“There have been single men who have run before.” Paul clears his throat.
“They didn’t win.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “How do you know it was their
relationship status that lost them the vote, though? Couldn’t it have been a

lack of supporters or a botched campaign?”



“Exit polls. A majority of voters who chose the married opponent reported
they based their choice on his family situation.”

I blink. “You’re joking.”

“Unfortunately, no, which proves my point: you’ll look like a much
stronger candidate if you have a supportive wife by your side. Especially
since whoever runs against you will likely be much older and married with
kids. Which will give them a leg up.” Paul states with confidence.

My eyebrows shoot up. I know I must look befuddled, but I am having a
hard time grasping what he’s trying to say. Finally, I guffaw and say a little
too loudly, “What am I supposed to do, Paul? Purchase a mail-order bride
from Russia?”

I hear David snicker from the chair next to me, but after Paul shoots a glare
in his direction, he quickly disguises the chuckle as a cough.

“I’m certain a Russian bride would not win over the American people,
Madden. Try to take this seriously.” Paul lets out a heavy, annoyed sigh.
“Listen, you are a young, handsome man from a well-respected family. There
must be a line of excellent young ladies trying to catch your eye. Or, if you’re
already seeing someone, now would be the perfect time to settle down.”

“You’re not seriously suggesting that I get married just for this political
campaign, are you?” I take a moment to contemplate, but the longer I think
about it, the hotter my anger boils inside of me. “All I want to do is get to
Congress and help make positive change for the American people. And
you’re telling me the very people I want to help will doubt my motives just
because there isn’t a woman by my side?”

“You’re upset. I understand. But you have to remember the demographics
of Kansas’s fourth district. Fifty-six percent of residents are married, and on

average those married couples have two to three children. It’s a near certainty



that whoever runs against you will not only be married with children, but will
also be a Republican. That means that, right off the bat, over half the
population will identify more strongly with your opponent than with you.”
Paul comes around my chair and places his hand on my shoulder in a
comforting gesture.

I take a deep breath. “This is ridiculous. I’ve lived in Kansas my entire life.
I know the needs of the people here, not to mention that my father is a well-
known orthopedic surgeon in the area and has secured a lot of supporters for
me with his pull alone. But none of that matters if I don’t have a ring on my
finger?” When did I get transported back to the pioneer days?

Paul rubs his temples. “By your reaction, I assume you don’t have a
serious girlfriend?”

“No, Paul, I’m afraid I’'m very single.” I don’t even attempt to hide my
sarcasm.

David stands and begins pacing in front of the fireplace. “Okay, Madden, I
know this isn’t ideal, and I assume you haven’t even entertained the idea of
marriage since you and Jen broke up—"

I scoff, and David holds up his hands in acknowledgment. “Just go with
me on this. What about... a marriage of convenience?”

I stare at David in utter confoundment. He must take my silence for
approval because he continues. “I mean, arranged marriages—er, marriages of
convenience—have been going on for centuries. Maybe this is just my logical
CPA brain talking, but if we take romance out of the equation and just find a
woman who holds the same values as you, we could make this work. And he
has some time, right Paul?”

Paul perks up a bit. “Good point, David.”

“What sane woman would agree to marry me on the fly?”



David’s smile falters. “Well, we have time to figure that out.”

Paul turns his attention back to me. “Do you remember the Nebraskan
senator I was campaign manager for two years ago? He was much older than
you, but he married the daughter of an influential man to gain supporters.
They ended up falling in love and are extremely happy together today. It
happens more than you’d think.”

I scrub my hand down my face, exhausted by this conversation. I can
almost feel my lifelong dreams slipping through my fingers. “This is
madness. A marriage of convenience?”

“I’m sure it seems archaic, but this wouldn’t be the first time a politician
considered this kind of arrangement for political pull. Think of it as an
alliance, like one country helping another,” Paul offers.

Shaking my head back and forth, I stand. “I need some time to think about
this.”

David and Paul nod and say their goodbyes, but I hardly hear them. As I
drive home to my apartment, feeling exasperated, I know that I’m in for the

most sleepless night of my adult life.

<£

I wake up the next morning feeling stiff and exhausted from tossing and
turning all night. Deciding I need to focus on work instead of dwelling on my
marital status, I walk to grab my laptop off my desk in the corner, but find it
empty. I sigh. I must have left the laptop at my parent’s house in my rush to
leave last night.

I grab my wallet and shoot Mom a text, letting her know I’m on my way

over.

Compared with bigger cities, Wichita’s morning traffic is pretty mild, so I



make it across town to College Hill quickly. After pulling my Audi into my
parents’ driveway, I walk across the yard and straight into their house without
knocking. My parents tend to be on the formal side, but they have always
made it clear to me and my three younger siblings that their door is always
open to us.

Striding into the dining room, I see my parents sitting at opposite ends of
the large dining table, as usual. Despite having the day off, my dad is wearing
slacks and a long-sleeved dress shirt. His formerly blonde hair, now turned
grey, is combed neatly to the side, and his blue eyes are focused on the
newspaper in front of him. My mother, who also doesn’t know the wonder
that is sweat pants, is wearing a long-sleeved, crew-neck dress in a lilac color.
She looks as lovely as ever, with her dark brown hair and high cheekbones.

“Good morning! Have some coffee if you want it.” Dad looks up at me
over his newspaper and pauses. “Well, you look awful. On second thought,
please get yourself some coffee right away.”

I roll my eyes. Coffee sounds incredible, though, so I make my way toward
the kitchen. Tragically, Mom glances up from her Kindle as I pass her chair.
“Oh, my. You do look terrible. I had assumed that your father was just being
critical, as usual.” She narrows her eyes at Dad, who expertly ignores her.

“I didn’t sleep much last night.” I run my fingers through my already
messed up hair. “I’ll tell you about it after I have some coffee. Maybe you
two can help.” My parents look confused but stay quiet until I return to the
dining room a moment later with my steaming mug.

After taking a seat and savoring a few sips of my coffee in silence, Dad
folds his newspaper and lays it to the side. “Okay, what can we help with?”

With a deep breath, I catch them up on my conversation with Paul and

David from the night before, recanting the dilemma of my singleness and



apparently needing a wife to get a seat in Congress.

When I finish, Dad furrows his brow. “That’s preposterous. Does this Paul
fellow even know what he’s talking about?”

I grimace. “Yes. Paul emailed me the links to his research last night. I
scrolled through some of it and it checks out.”

Mom’s eyes twinkle with delight, and I internally groan. She’s been
waiting for a good excuse to marry me off and plan a wedding, especially
since my little sister Sophie eloped. “Well, we know plenty of lovely young
ladies! Oh, just think of the wedding we could plan.” She claps her hands
together.

“Settle down, Diane.” Dad barks at Mom from across the table. “There’s
no reason for any son of mine to marry someone if he doesn’t want to.”

I stand and walk over to the fireplace where I left my computer bag last
night. After powering on my MacBook, I walk back over to my father and
pull up Paul’s email for him to look over. “I’ve been up all night thinking
about this, and it doesn’t look like anything will get me elected without a
wife.”

Dad busies himself scrolling through the links Paul sent while Mom grabs
a notepad and starts writing a list of her friends’ single daughters. I finish my
cup of coffee and walk back into the kitchen to get a refill while my Dad
stares at my computer with a stern brow. When I enter the dining room again,
I see my mother is making a new Pinterest board—"Madden’s Wedding”—on
her phone.

Finally, Dad has read enough. He closes the laptop and folds his hands
together. “Well, I suppose you need to decide how important it is to you to
become a Congressman. How far are you willing to go?”

Mom sets her phone down and looks at me. “You have some time to date,



right? I mean, you won’t announce your campaign until mid-January.”

“I suppose so...”

Dad scratches his chin, deep in thought. “Marriage seems extreme. Can’t
you simply fake an engagement? Then you could stage a break up after
you’re elected and everyone goes home happy.”

“An engagement doesn’t really scream committed family man, now does
it? People end engagements all the time. Marriage would make him look
much more serious, Ted.” Mom shoots Dad an indignant look, then
continues. “It’s the end of May already, so realistically you’d want to be
engaged by October.” She calculates the months on her fingers.

“October seems fast.” I draw in a shaky breath.

“The timeline isn’t ideal, but people have met and gotten married in far
less time, right?”

“I wouldn’t say that’s a ringing endorsement,” Dad mutters into his coffee
as he takes a sip.

I slump in my chair. “I’ve worked so hard for this. At the end of the day, I
think I’'m willing to do whatever it takes to get to Congress.”

“If this is really what you want to do...” Dad frowns in disapproval, then
heaves a gusty, resigned sigh. “Well, it’s not like the marriage has to last
forever.”

Mom’s jaw drops. “Don’t put that idea in his head!”

But Dad’s comment has planted a seed in my thoughts. “He’s not wrong.
What if I could find a girl who would be willing to marry me for just a few
years?”

“Madden!” Mom looks between Dad and I in horror.

Dad smiles slowly, probably because he knows he’s making my mother

fume. “You know, several of my friends have a marriage clause in their



daughter’s trust funds. I’d be willing to bet that one of those girls might be
willing to marry you just to get their hands on their trust money.”

Mom purses her lips at my dad, then turns her head toward me. “Madden,
think of the scandal if word got out! It would ruin your chances of getting
elected!”

I nod, conceding the point. But I have an answer for it. “Don’t most people
sign prenups before getting married? We could just throw in a non-disclosure
agreement as well.”

“But will a woman like that make a good politician’s wife? You need
someone poised and proper by your side.” Mom rips her list of eligible ladies
from the notepad and shakes it toward me. “These are the type of women who
will get you to Congress.”

“Will one of those women agree to marry me in four months and be
willing to dissolve the marriage after I get elected?”

Mom throws up her hands and looks frantically at Dad. “Ted, tell your son
he’s being irrational.”

Dad purses his lips thoughtfully. “Your mother has a point. You’ll
probably need to meet a few of these trust fund babies first and see if you can
find one who’ll be an asset to your campaign.”

I grin back at him. “You’re brilliant.”

Mom stomps out of the room, mumbling something about not wanting
anything to do with our villainous plans.

I focus my attention back to my Dad. “Would it really be so horrible? As
long as the woman got something out of the marriage as well? I’ll get my seat
in Congress, she’ll get her trust fund.”

“It’s not an ideal situation, obviously. Whether it’s for two years or fifty,

marriage is a big commitment.” Dad glances tiredly at the door my mother



just stormed through. “But if you really want to do this, I can get you a list of
names.”

“Yes. I want to do this. Get me a list and I’ll go on dates until I find one
suitable enough.” I scratch my chin as I think. “It can’t be just anyone, she’ll
have to play the part of a doting wife and be intelligent enough to win over
the public.”

My father smirks. “And be pleasant enough for you to live with for a few
years?”

I throw my head back with a groan. “Ugh, this already sounds impossible.

But I have to at least try.”



Chapter 1
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M y flight lands in Wichita on a hot August evening, and everything

looks wonderfully familiar. Dwight D. Eisenhower Airport is my first
reality of being home. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and I’m almost
positive that I already smell the wheat, cows, sunflowers, and all the Kansas
things.

I know that’s impossible, but a girl can pretend.

I never thought I’d move back home at twenty-eight years old, but my
dad’s recent stroke made it imperative. I couldn’t leave my mom to take care
of him on her own. It’s my duty as their only child to be there for my parents
like they were always there for me. And I missed them terribly while I was in
D.C. Having a job I loved didn't replace the feeling of family and community
I left behind in Kansas.

With a smile on my face, I walk down the long hallway leading toward the
exit. As I get close to the end of the hallway, though, a familiar voice calls to
me.

“ODETTE!”

I swivel at the sound and see Kate waving at me from outside the security
exit. I run to her and wrap her in a ridiculous embrace, both of us giggling
and spinning in circles in the middle of the airport. A few people nearby stare
at us, the two crazy women acting like little girls, but I don’t care. I haven’t

seen my best friend in over a year.



My eyes become watery the moment Kate wraps her arms around me. Her
hug feels like home. There is simply nothing that compares to the bond of a
childhood friend—a friend I grew up with, who knows everything about me.

“Oh, my gosh, it’s so good to see you!” I step back to get a better view of
her.

Kate looks basically the same as she did when we were teens, though a
prettier, adult version now. Her dark curly hair is much shorter than it was the
last time I saw her. I didn’t realize she got a pixie cut, but it looks
exceptional, especially as it accentuates the ornery twinkle in her enormous
hazel eyes.

But then I notice her dress and I can barely disguise the laugh that escapes
from my mouth. “Kate, you know I love you, but what on earth are you
wearing?”

She just giggles. “I want to be the most unforgettable teacher my students
ever have. When they tell their children and their grandchildren about high
school, I want them to say, ‘Mrs. Augustine was the most vivacious, creative,
and inspiring teacher I ever had!” So, naturally, I’ve been dressing like Miss
Frizzle from The Magic School Bus!” She twirls around in her 1950s-style
dress festooned with a colorful insect print.

“Miss Frizzle taught small children. You’re a biology teacher at a private
high school.”

“Oh, you’re no fun. Quit bugging me about my amazing dress.” She erupts
into laughter.

I shake my head, but I suppress an amused smile. Kate has always cracked
herself up and I love her for it, even though she can be so over the top
sometimes.

“I know you’re jealous of my dress, but don’t worry. I’ll get one for you.”



Kate takes my carry-on bag and slips it onto her shoulder. “Actually, I
would’ve changed before I picked you up, but we’re going to be late to the
reunion as it is.”

I groan. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into going to our high school
reunion.”

“Oh, stop. It’ll be fun! Plus, we can see who’s aging well and who’s still

")

single!” Kate waggles her eyebrows suggestively.

“I don’t know, and I don’t really care,” I say as we walk to the escalator.
“If I didn’t want to date them in high school, I’'m pretty sure I won’t want to
date them now.”

“I wonder if Madden will be there. I saw him a few months ago and, let me
tell you something, he is somehow even more gorgeous than he was ten years
ago. And unlike most guys our age, he still has all of his hair.” If a heart-eye
emoji could take human form, it would look like Kate’s face right now.

At the mention of Madden Windell, I feel a blush creep up my neck. I
always thought he was extremely handsome, but he never paid any attention
to me. I’m pretty sure, in fact, that he never knew I existed. We moved in
very different social circles.

I feign a stumble at the bottom of the escalator, so hopefully Kate doesn’t
see my blush. I scoff in pretend disgust. “You're a happily married woman.
Why on earth are you ogling Madden Windell? He always seemed like an
airhead to me. He was so busy playing football, I’'m not sure how he had any
time to study.”

“I wasn’t looking at him for me. I was looking at him for my lovely, very
single best friend, who just so happens to be moving back to the same city
Madden lives in.” Kate says, as we reach the baggage claim.

“I have barely stepped off the plane and you are already trying to marry me



off! And to someone who would never even look twice at me.” I step forward
and search for my suitcase amongst the sea of bags rotating through the
carousel.

I hear Kate mutter something under her breath about how I need to have a
little fun. Then she sighs loudly. “Okay, I’ll stop pestering you, I promise! I
just adore you and want you to be happy, you know that, right?”

“Yes, of course I do,” I say over my shoulder, spotting my plain black
suitcase coming toward me. I grab it off the conveyor belt and we walk
toward the exit, Kate looping her arm through mine.

“You really shouldn’t pack so many books. Your carry-on must be well
over the weight limit.” She shifts my bag on her shoulder as we walk to the
parking garage.

Playfully, I wink and nudge her hip with my own. “I only packed the
important ones, of course.”

She laughs as she unlocks her Jeep, then unceremoniously tosses my heavy
carry-on into the back. “So, how do you feel about stopping for a drink and
being extra late to the reunion?”

I hoist my suitcase into the back of her Jeep. “Yes, please! The later we
arrive, the less small talk I have to make with former classmates.”

We hop in the car and, with a smirk in my direction, Kate puts on Taylor
Swift’s “Welcome To New York”, our go-to song whenever we get together.
When we were younger, we had dreamt of leaving Wichita and living in a big
city. Kate quickly put that dream aside after meeting her husband. Even
though I eventually landed my fancy job in D.C., I can’t help but feel a bit
jealous of her.

Kate and I pull into a gas station and she runs inside to grab some boxed

wine. While she’s gone, I can’t help but wonder if I’ll see Madden tonight.



I shake my head, irritated that I even considered the thought. He probably
doesn’t even know who I am. The only class we had together was debate. I
still remember his effortless speeches and confident charisma. His easy
charm infuriated me at the time, since I struggled with confidence so much.
Though most of the kids at my high school came from wealthy families, I
could only attend via a scholarship program. Pair that with frizzy hair and
knobby knees and you have a perfect specimen of a wallflower.

Kate jumps back into the vehicle, interrupting my thoughts. Trying to
distract myself from thinking of my old crush from high school, I blurt, “So
how are Jarod and the girls doing?”

Kate looks in her rearview mirror as she backs out of the parking spot.
“Good! He really likes his job at Boeing. We’re just hoping they don’t have
any more layoffs. And the girls love Heartland Academy. It’s so nice to have
them at my school now so I don’t have to worry about childcare anymore.
They absolutely adore their kindergarten teacher, and I get to eat lunch with
them.”

Kate looks genuinely happy, and I smile even as I try to ignore the longing
that clenches my stomach. She got married right out of college to an amazing
man and had twins a year later. Of course I’'m happy for her. She’s my closest
friend and I want nothing but the best for her. But the pang of jealousy is still
there.

Maybe someday I will find what she has.

“How’s your Dad doing?” Kate asks sympathetically.

I pause, trying to hold back the tears that come so easily these days. “He is
doing okay, I think. His memory just isn’t the same. When I call him, he
knows who I am but forgets my name. And also directions. He can’t do

anything alone, which gets overwhelming for my mom.” My voice breaks



with emotion. I glance out the window, trying to compose myself. “Sorry, it’s
difficult to talk about.”

Kate puts her hand on my knee as she drives. “I’m so sorry. Your parents
must be absolutely over the moon that you’ll be here with them, though
Moving back home was the best decision you could’ve made.”

I put my hand on top of hers. “Thanks. It’ll definitely be nice to see them
every day.”

“Do you have any plans now that you’re back in town? I know you want to
spend time with your parents, but do you think you’ll look for part-time work
or anything?”

I scrunch up my nose, unsure what to say. “Honestly, for the first time in
my life, I don’t have a plan, which stresses me out. I’'m going from working
as a legislative assistant to being unemployed. I’d like to find part-time work,
but with a degree in political science, I’m not exactly sure what that would
look like here in Wichita.”

Kate knows me well enough that I’m sure she senses the sadness and
anxiety in my voice. It was always impossible to hide my feelings from her.
She gives my leg a gentle squeeze and then returns her hand to the steering
wheel. “You gave up your dream career to move back, which shows how
selfless you are. Good things will happen for you, I can just feel it.”

I bashfully wave her comments away, but she continues. “Odette, I know
you feel more at ease when you have a plan, but I want you to know that it’s
okay to not have one.”

Somehow I manage a smile, even though my mind is reeling. Having a
plan and preparing for the future does put my mind at ease. I had a plan two

months ago, but since my dad’s stroke, I don’t know what the future holds



anymore. With no other siblings to share the burden, I don’t even want to
imagine what my life will look like once my parents are gone.

Kate gives me an empathetic look and pats my shoulder. She pulls into the
school parking lot, swinging into an empty space near the front of the
building, then grabs the boxed wine and two paper cups. Alcohol isn’t
allowed inside the school, but it’s fine by me to enjoy our drinks in the peace
and quiet of the parking lot, anyway.

Just as I take my first sip, “Rewrite The Stars” from The Greatest
Showman comes on the radio. We look at each other with our mouths agape.
The radio fairies knew we needed this exact song. Naturally, we break out

into our own little concert.
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T rying to leave work on time on a Friday is nearly impossible.
Christopher Highman, my power-hungry coworker who unfortunately
made partner last week, has become even more conceited than he was before.
At first glance, he seems like a nice guy with his blue eyes, curly brown
hair, and rosy cheeks. But despite his handsome face, he’s incredibly rude to
everyone around him. His only redeeming quality is that his clients adore
him. The man is a savage in the courtroom.

Working at Bennington and Associates hasn’t been all bad, though. I've
actually enjoyed working with Richard Bennington, and the building itself is
gorgeous. Our downtown office was designed to impress, and it has to since
we serve the wealthiest clients in the area. Sleek furniture fills glass-walled
offices and pricey artwork adorns the halls. My favorite part, though, is our
view of the Wichita skyline. It’s not as grand as New York City, but Wichita
is home.

Just as I’m logging off my computer to head home, the devil himself glides
into my office with a smirk and lifts a large pile of folders in his hands.
“Madden, you weren’t leaving already, were you?”

I glance at my watch. “Well, it’s six o’clock on a Friday, so yes. Yes, I
was.”

He drops the pile onto my desk with a loud thwack. “Ahh, I see. I guess

that’s why one of us made partner sooner.”



Taking a deep breath, I casually thumb through some of the files,
reminding myself that Robert wanted to offer me the partner position, but I
asked him not to since I’m leaving the firm in a few months to run for
Congress. And wouldn’t that wipe the smirk off Christopher’s face. I shrug.
“True. You’re just a much harder worker than me. But why did you bring me
these files? Your paralegal will deal with them.”

“Despite your tendency to go home early, you’re better at prepping court
appeals than Sarah.” He rolls his eyes. “Richard and I are working on an
important case for our biggest client, and everything needs to be flawless.”

With a deep sigh, I rest my hands on my hips. “I’m not doing your grunt
work, Christopher. Sarah is an extremely competent paralegal. You can leave
these with her.”

Richard Bennington himself suddenly pops his head into my office. Just in
time. “What are you guys still doing here? Go home!” He smiles, then notices
the large stack of files. “What are those?”

My eyes shift to Christopher. Judging by the vacant smile on his face, he
knows he's been caught in his obnoxious attempt to make me do busywork.

“Well, Christopher was just telling me I should take care of these before I
leave.”

Richard’s head whips around to look at Christopher. “Being a partner
doesn’t mean you can force Madden to do your paperwork. Take those to
Sarah. And I’ll see you both on Monday.”

Richard walks away just before Christopher sends me a death glare and
dramatically scoops up his files. As he leaves, I walk across the room and
close the door, grab a casual polo shirt from my briefcase, and change out of
my dress shirt and tie. Tucking in my polo, I take a quick glance at the small

mirror on my office wall and give myself an internal pep talk.



Okay, Madden, time to go on another date. I know this is the 12th date in
two months, but It’s only for one hour. Then you can duck out early to speak
at your high school reunion.

With a groan, I leave the office and drive to the restaurant.

As I park my car at the Italian restaurant my date chose, I spot a young
woman by the entrance, watching me. I’ve never met Heidi before, but the
moment I spot her I know she’s my date. She looks exactly like every other
woman from my dad’s list: skinny, blonde, obvious breast implants, a
designer handbag, and four-inch-heels.

A week after speaking to my parents about my marriage dilemma, Dad
gave me a list of women with a marriage clause in their trust funds—as far as
he knew, at least. However, after twelve dates—thirteen after tonight—they had
all proven themselves to be nothing but spoiled daddy’s girls, clacking
around in their stilettos and unable to talk about anything other than their
travels and spa retreats. None of these women would make me look good in
the public eye. Instead, they’d frame me as just another slimy, money-hungry
politician.

I’'m probably being too hard on Heidi. I haven’t even spoken to her yet.
Maybe she’ll break the mold.

“Oh, you must be Madden! You look just like your Facebook photo.” She
beams at me, then reaches down to pet her purse. Wait, no... there’s a dog
inside her purse.

Dear Lord, please help this hour go by fast.

Trying not to stare at the purse dog, I look directly at her face. “Yes,
pleased to meet you, Heidi.”

She giggles. “And don’t forget Pompom!”



I clear my throat and force myself to look at the dog. “Right, good
evening... Pompom.” Opening the door for her, I gesture for her to walk
inside. “Like I mentioned over the phone, I only have an hour. My high
school reunion is tonight.”

I tack on that last part for good measure, hoping it sounds convincing. I
could be late to my reunion, of course, but I have a feeling I won’t want this
date to go over one hour.

She walks through the door, grabbing my arm with her free hand as she
passes. “Oh, that’s okay. I have a nail appointment after this, anyway.”

The hostess seats us at our table in a private room and we spend the next
agonizing hour talking about the chain of luxury condos her father owns.
Trying not to be too obvious, I glance down at my watch every five minutes,
but she’s too preoccupied with her dog to notice.

Not soon enough. The hour is over. I pay the bill and we amicably go our
separate ways. I get in my car and scrub one exhausted hand down my face.
I’m beginning to sweat this whole marriage thing. There are only five women
left on my dad’s list, and if they’re anything like their thirteen predecessors,
not a single one of them will be suitable. After all this time and stress, will I
still have to give up my congressional goals?

As I drive over to my old high school, I try to relax by pushing away
thoughts of the campaign and instead thinking back to what my life was like
ten years ago. Honestly, I don’t mind these silly reunions because I have a lot
of great memories from high school. I remember being surrounded by
friends, playing football, having no responsibilities, and never having trouble
getting a date.

Thinking of dating invites a fresh wave of nerves. I’ll probably have to see

my ex-fiancée tonight, since Jen and I went to high school together. She lives



in Wichita, so I assume she’ll be there. My heart is racing and my stomach
feels unsettled.

When I finally reach the school parking lot, I put my car in park and take a
deep breath. After a few minutes, I walk inside.

I take in the tile flooring and scuffed, off-white walls, which still look
exactly the same. I can smell the lemony scent of the cleaner our janitor, Mr.
Holcomb, used every day. I swear I even detect a hint of the aroma of the
pizza they served for lunch every Friday—which is why Fridays were always
my favorite day of the week.

I never imagined I'd be back at Heartland Academy ten years later, but the
class president is supposed to give a brief speech. And I was, of course, the
class president. It’s definitely cheesy, but now that I’m starting my campaign,
I need to get used to making public appearances. This will be good practice.

As I walk into the gymnasium, I hear music and the merry chatter of my
former classmates. Someone took a lot of time decorating the gym with gold-
and navy-colored streamers and balloons, our school colors.

I forget my nerves about seeing Jen when I spot half a dozen of my old
football teammates standing in a circle by the drink table. They wave me over
with broad grins.

')’

“Hey, guys! Good to see you!” I smile as we all exchange fist bumps. They
all look pretty much the same. Most of the guys have lost their youthful chub,
but we’re only twenty-eight. It’s not like we’ve all gotten’ grey and wrinkly
yet.

“Dude, what have you been up to? Still working as a lawyer?” My old
friend, Greg, asks. He still looks exactly the same, his muscular build dressed
in a t-shirt and gym shorts with his shaggy black hair falling into his eyes.

I casually cross my arms over my chest. “Yes, but only for a few more



weeks. I’m running for Congress in the next election.”

“Congrats! Obviously, you have my vote. Anyone who can lead a football
team like you did can probably lead our state, too.” The man speaking shrugs.
I can’t remember his name. Ten years suddenly feels like a long time.

The guys continue talking around me, but their voices fade and my body
goes numb as my eyes suddenly lock with Jennifer Briar-Keebler’s across the
room. She looks as beautiful as ever with her long, blonde hair, blue eyes,
and tight, royal-blue dress. I try not to notice her dress’s much-too-revealing
neckline and the way her legs look in her sky-high heels. Good thing
Principal Jenkins isn’t here. Her dress is definitely against Heartland’s dress
code.

My stomach clenches and it feels difficult to swallow. This is the moment
I’ve been dreading since the school called and asked me to speak. I no longer
have feelings for her, but the pang of hurt is still there. Jen and I were just
friends in high school, but when we attended the same law school, we started
dating. I fell head over heels in love with her, and we got engaged shortly
after graduation. Jen then proceeded to string me along for a four-year
engagement before breaking up with me a year ago, stating that she found my
political aspirations overwhelming.

I brace myself as I see her walking towards me. How does she walk in
those heels?

Greg notices her coming towards us as well. “I heard about the breakup.
Sorry, man. If I’d ever been lucky enough to have a woman who looks like
that, I know I’d still be pining after her.” He shakes his head, ogling Jen.

I give his shoulder a pat. “There’s more to women than just their looks.
Even the most beautiful woman can make you miserable. You’d be

surprised.”



He grins, still watching Jen. “I’d like the chance to find out for myself.”

I roll my eyes. Some people have to learn the hard way.

“Madden, good to see you.” Jen stops in front of me with a tight smile. “I
wasn’t sure if you’d be here tonight.”

My shoulders tense up as I give her an awkward grin that probably looks
more like a grimace. “Good to see you too, Jen. Where’s Bryan?” I try to
sound casual as I inquire about the man she left me for.

Jen takes a deep breath, appearing annoyed. “Oh, he went to get us some
punch.”

“Well, well, well! If it isn’t Madden Windell!” I hear the unmistakable,
annoying voice of my former friend and law school roommate coming from
behind me. “I can’t believe you’re not busy tonight doing fancy lawyer
stuff.” He scoffs bitterly as he hands Jen her drink.

I can’t suppress my smirk. Bryan was never able to pass the Bar Exam and
he must still be sour about it. He really hasn’t changed much in the past year,
except his midsection might have become pudgier. His light-brown hair looks
the same, along with his shifty brown eyes.

“You finally ready to run for Congress?” Bryan asks, attempting to jut his
non-existent chest muscles out.

He seems awfully arrogant for a used car salesman, but what do I know? I
resist the urge to groan and respond with my most charming smile. “Actually,
I’m running in the next election, thank you for asking.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful! We wish you the best of luck with your campaign!
Don’t we, Bryan?” Jen glares at her husband as she nudges him with her
elbow.

Bryan simply nods, and one side of his mouth curves up into a smile. Or

maybe it’s a sneer.



Jen’s eyes dart between the two of us and she laughs nervously, like she
thinks the two of us are about to brawl with each other. She doesn’t need to
worry about that, though. I’d never waste a good punch on a scumbag like
Bryan Keebler.

Thankfully, I’'m saved from any more awkward conversation when our
former class secretary, Dana, appears at my side.

“Madden! There you are. Is this a good time for you to welcome everyone
and say a few words?” She smiles awkwardly, perhaps sensing the weirdness
she just interrupted. Dana is maybe five feet tall and has unruly brown hair.
She was always kind and friendly back in high school, and I always enjoyed
working together on class projects.

“Hey! Yeah, I can do that now. Is there a mic somewhere?”

She points to the small stage at the side of the gym. “The mic is turned on,
so head up there whenever you’re ready.”

I’'m so ready to get away from Jen and Bryan, so I offer a tense smile,
excuse myself, and walk straight over to the stage. Public speaking comes
naturally to me, so I’'m not nervous at all. Instead, I feel amped up and
energetic. As I walk confidently onto the stage, the football team cheers,
which brings everyone’s attention to me.

I grab the mic off the stand and shout, “Welcome, class of 2009!”

The crowd erupts in cheers again, and I grin. “I’d like to take a moment to
thank you all for coming out tonight. Also, can we give Dana a round of
applause for putting this reunion together?” Everyone erupts and chants
Dana’s name. I spot her in the crowd, blushing in embarrassment.

“In the last ten years, I’m sure we’ve all had unique experiences. Maybe

our lives went as planned, or perhaps we were thrown a few unexpected



trials. Either way, I hope we all have grown through it and have become
better people than we were a decade ago.”

I pause to smile at my old classmates, but an unexpected person comes into
my line of sight, and she’s... stunning. My entire body feels warm as her
penetrating gaze meets mine, and for a few seconds, I forget that I’'m on stage
in front of a hundred people. All I see is her lovely face and lustrous red hair.

Who is she?

I blink a few times, realizing that I’ve lost my place in my speech. This
never happens to me. I’m not sure what to do. Closing my eyes for a second,
the words come back to me.

“Anyway, it's great to see you all, and I hope we’ll have a wonderful
evening catching up with old friends. And when we come back together for
our twenty-year reunion, I’'m eager to see how we’ll have grown and matured
even more. Thank you!”

Everyone claps as I exit the stage. I glance around the room, looking for
the mysterious woman, but it’s more difficult to find her now that I’m not on
the stage. As I’'m looking around, I spy Jen and Bryan in a corner arguing.
Yikes. That can’t be good.

With a bit of surprise, I realize I couldn’t care less what they’re arguing
about. I breathe a sigh of relief. Deep down, I think I needed to prove to
myself that I could be around them without feeling like my chest was going
to cave in. Seeing them tonight was nothing compared to when I saw them
last year after Jen broke up with me. I hope Bryan isn’t an awful husband. Or,
at least, I want to feel that way. My heart has a little ways to go, apparently.

I stick around for a bit, catching up with old friends and hoping to run into

the gorgeous red-head, but I never see her again. She must be someone’s



wife. She definitely wasn’t in my graduating class, or I'm sure I would’ve
remembered her.

Exiting the gym, I walk back down the long hallway to get back to the
front parking lot. Standing on the stairs in front of the school, I take a
moment to enjoy the brilliant Kansas sunset on this hot August evening.
They're always glorious and full of brilliant pinks and blues, like swirling
cotton candy. Inhaling the humid summer air, I smile to myself.

Suddenly, I hear a strange crumpling noise to my left. I turn my head to
investigate.

When I glance over my shoulder, I see her, the mysterious redhead. She’s
sitting on a step on the other side of the wide staircase. She gracefully tosses
her wavy red hair over her shoulder as she rummages through her handbag.
When she looks up, she holds a stick of gum in front of her and whispers
triumphantly, “Ah, there you are.”

“Are you speaking to your gum?” I ask, and she jumps. She must have
been so immersed in her quest for gum that she didn’t realize anyone else had
come outside.

She blushes—which I find adorable-then meets my gaze with her forest-
green eyes. “Oh! I’m sorry, Madden, I didn’t see you there.”

Does she know me? My thoughts spin. Surely I would’ve remembered
meeting this lovely creature. She looks like a majestic fae escaped from some
fantasy novel. And I don’t even read fantasy.

“I’m sorry, do we know each other?” I think for a moment, trying to place
her. “Were you in my graduating class?”

She furrows her eyebrows and slides her purse onto her shoulder,
seemingly annoyed. “Oh. Nope. I just know your name since you gave the

speech earlier.”



I walk over and reach my hand out. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss...” |
pause, hoping she’ll tell me her name.

A smirk crosses her lips for just a moment before she gently shakes my
hand and responds with an amused twinkle in her eye, “My friends call me
Red.”

Taking advantage of the opportunity, I glance down at our hands and don’t
see a ring on her finger. Excellent.

“Well, I can see why.” I wink. I hold onto her hand longer than necessary
and give her my best smolder. Flynn Rider mixed with Chris Hemsworth.
“So who are you here with, Red?”

She pulls her hand out of mine and bites her bottom lip. After thinking for
a few seconds, she slowly answers, “Um... my boyfriend. Greg.”

I raise an eyebrow. The fact that she had to think about it tells me she’s
lying. But why would anyone lie about such a trivial thing, especially to a
stranger? “Really? I’'m good friends with Greg. I spoke with him earlier, but
he never mentioned a girlfriend.”

Her lovely, heart-shaped mouth makes a “tsk” sound. “Well! I can’t
believe him. I better go have a chat. With Greg.”

“Right. Nice meeting you, Red.”

“Er, yes. Nice meeting you too, Madden.”

Before I can utter another word, she turns on her heel and scuttles back

inside, leaving me completely befuddled. And intrigued.



Chapter 3
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wake up the next morning in my childhood bedroom. As I take in the

room, it’s obvious that Mom and Dad never moved a thing from its place
since I left for college years ago. My twin bed feels comfortable and familiar,
complete with the pink comforter I received for my 16th birthday. I run my
hand over the fluffy matching pillow and give an extra hug to Mr. Rexy, my
sparkly T-Rex.

Note to self: redecorate my bedroom before I begin sleeping with all of my
stuffed animals on the regular.

Thinking back to last night at the reunion, my face grows hot remembering
my strange interaction with Madden. I know we weren’t close in high school,
but he didn’t even know who I was. I huff a frustrated breath. Oh, well. I
probably won’t see him again anytime soon. Why waste valuable brain cells
thinking about teenage fantasies?

Suddenly, I get a whiff of my Mom’s infamous cinnamon rolls drifting
through the door. Is there a better scent in the entire world? I think not. The
mouthwatering smell is enough to pull me from my bed—and Mr. Rexy.

I grab my robe and slippers from my suitcase and walk out to the kitchen
where my sweet mom is busy cleaning up the mess from her baking and
humming along to oldies on the radio.

Despite all the stress since Dad’s stroke, she looks well. Her wavy, grey

hair is cut adorably short, and she’s wearing her signature outfit: a cardigan,



simple khaki pants, and her floral apron. But what always stands out the most
is her bright, contagious smile.

I experience the full wattage of that smile when she turns, spotting me.

I rush across the kitchen and wrap my arms around her. “Oh, Mom! It’s so
good to be home! And those cinnamon rolls smell amazing!”

She pulls back and looks me over. “Odette, you look wonderful! A little
thin, but we’ll fix that in no time. I’m sorry we were already asleep by the
time Kate brought you home last night. I’'m afraid we go to bed pretty early
these days.”

“No problem! I was jet-lagged, anyway. Besides, I’'m here to take care of
you and Dad, not the other way around. So stop spoiling me and teach me
your baking secrets.”

“Nonsense. What will I do with myself if I can’t spoil my only child?” She
grins. “Your dad is excited to see you. He’s in the living room.”

I smile and head in Dad’s direction. Their old house is small, with a
rounded doorway separating each room. As I walk through the kitchen and
into the living room, I see him relaxing in his recliner. He’s watching the
morning news, like he does every morning, but he turns toward me when he
hears my footsteps.

His face crinkles up in a smile, making the wrinkles on his weathered face
stand out. “How’s my baby girl?”

My heart squeezes. I can’t help but wonder if he called me “baby girl”
because he struggles with names these days. Either way, I accept the
endearment.

“It’s so good to be back.” T walk forward to his chair and bend down to
give him a hug so he won’t need to stand. When I pull back, I can’t help but

get a little choked up. He’s aged so much this past year, looking closer to



eighty-five years old than his actual seventy-five. His eyes are sunken and the
skin on his face sags from all the weight he has lost. I can tell how hard his
body and mind took the stroke.

I glance once at the droning TV and then place my hands on my hips.
“Watching the news again, I see. Do you want me to make some coffee?”

He lifts one ornery brow. “Alright, but try not to make it too weak this
time.” He winks and then breaks into a laugh.

I chuckle. It’s so good to hear him tease and laugh. There was a time when
I worried he would never laugh again. “Hilarious. We both know I make the
best coffee in this family.”

“Coffee isn’t supposed to resemble tea, Odette.”

“I do not make weak coffee!” I turn on my heel. “I’ll be right back with the
most amazing cup of coffee you’ve ever tasted.”

As I walk back into the kitchen, I note with a smile that the house looks
exactly the same. Mom’s decorating tastes haven’t changed a bit. There’s an
apple-printed tablecloth with matching curtains at the window, identical hand
towels, and even an apple-shaped soap dispenser by the sink. Only my
mother could make so many apple items somehow look adorable.

She looks up from scrubbing dishes as I come to stand beside her. “It
seems like Dad is doing really well today. He wants his morning coffee. Do
you still keep the coffee beans above the microwave?”

“Yes, in the cupboard. And please try not to make the coffee too weak this
time. You know how he hates that.”

I catch the twinkle in her eye and burst out laughing. “I can tell you’ve
been conspiring with Dad. Maybe I should just get you two a coffee
subscription.”

She huffs out a short laugh, but then her face takes on a more serious



expression. “I know you haven’t been home since... well, since your dad’s
health took a turn. But I have his medication and therapy schedule written on
the calendar.” She nods to the calendar hung by the fridge. “That way you’ll
know what’s going on each day.”

“You know how I like to be organized.” I stride across the room to look at
the schedule. “I’m sorry you’ve been doing this all alone. I gave my notice at
work as soon as I got out of my lease.”

“It’s alright. I’'m just glad that you’re here now. I hate that you had to give
up your job to move home, though.” She nudges her shoulder against mine in
apology, and I nudge her back. “Oh, and before I forget, the Buick in the
garage still runs. I know it’s not the fanciest car, but it’s there if you need it.”

“Oh, that’s sweet of you.” I offer a reassuring smile, trying not to grimace
at the thought of driving my parents’ old Buick around town. That thing is the
definition of a beater car. “And listen, I loved my job, but it’s not like I was
leaving close friends behind. All I did was work, work, and more work.”

“But what about the nice man you were seeing? I know long-distance
wouldn’t be ideal, but we’d love to see you settle down with a good man.”
Mom tries to sound nonchalant, suddenly busying herself drying a mixing
bowl with her dishcloth.

“I haven’t had my morning coffee yet and you’re already bringing up my
love life?” I set to work making the coffee and try not to let on how flustered
her comment leaves me. The men I met in D.C. were career-focused and
driven. They enjoyed dating in their spare time, but once they realized I
wasn’t down to just have a good time, they quickly put me off. I usually tried
not