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        To my cherished readers,

      

        

      
        Thank you for continuing to support my dream of bringing sexy, naughty, delicious little morsels of fun to life through my romance novels. Your enthusiasm and dedication mean the world to me.

      

        

      
        I owe immense gratitude to my brilliant editors, Michele Davine and Kimberly Dawn—without whom I would be completely lost! Your guidance and expertise shape every story into something special.

      

        

      
        To Sarah Kil, my fantastic cover designer: you never fail to transform my visions into stunning works of art. Each cover captures the essence of my stories perfectly.

      

        

      
        And to my incredible ARC team and beta readers: your insights and unwavering support are invaluable. This journey wouldn't be possible without you.
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            The problem with small towns? Your first love never stays your last heartbreak.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        They say time heals all wounds, but whoever said that never met Memphis Styles—the guy who turned my teenage dreams into an adult nightmare.

        Ten years ago, he shattered my heart into pieces so small, I'm still finding shards of it stuck in my chest.

      

        

      
        I thought I was safe. I thought I was over him. I even convinced myself I'd moved on.

      

        

      
        Then he rolled back into town in that same black Chevy that used to make my heart race, wearing that cologne that still haunts my dreams, and suddenly I'm eighteen again—young, foolish, and desperate for his touch.

      

        

      
        But I'm not that girl anymore. I've built a life without him. A good one.

      

        

      
        So why do I still catch myself looking for his car when I drive past his mama's house?

        Why does my heart still skip a beat when I hear his name whispered at the local diner?

        And why, God help me, does every fiber of my being ache to find out if his kisses still taste like danger and promises?

      

        

      
        I swore I'd hate Memphis Styles forever.

        Turns out forever doesn't mean much when you never stopped loving someone in the first place.
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      I pour a glass of wine and take it back to the living room with me. Noodle, my mini Aussie, is already curled up on the end of the couch, fast asleep. I smile down at the little black and white fluff ball before sitting on the opposite end as to not disturb him. I take a sip of my wine and set it on the end table before picking up my open laptop and bringing it to my lap. I type a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jade

      

      
        Okay, I’m back.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Paul

      

      
        Oh good, I was afraid I’d lost you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile at his reply. Lately, it feels like he’d be the only one to miss me. My best friend, Pearl, has finally managed to bag her dream guy and settle down. They have the beautiful hand-built house, and I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before they’re married and procreating. I, on the other hand, am still caught up over my high school boyfriend, Memphis Styles, the one who got away… with my virginity and no goodbye. I roll my eyes at how stupid I am.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jade

      

      
        Trust me when I say, I’m not going anywhere.

      

      

      

      

      

      The truth of that statement causes a knot to form in my stomach.

      
        
          
            
              
        Paul

      

      
        Except maybe to come out to Argentina to see me one of these days, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      I know that my relationship with Paul can’t ever go anywhere—nowhere serious, anyway—but it’s nice to dream about. Deep down, I don’t even know if the person I’m talking to is really Paul Frost or if that’s just the made-up name of some lonely seventy-year-old man.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jade

      

      
        Well, that’s a given.

      

      

      

      

      

      I send the message with a smile.

      Truthfully, I’d like to let myself believe that Paul is who he says he is. I can picture myself flying across the world the meet up with him. The moment we lock eyes, I’d fall head over heels in love, and he’d be the most perfect guy I could dream up. Everything, from his looks to the way he talks, would be what dreams are made of. The likeliness of that situation is so far-fetched, it’s sometimes even hard for me to believe, let alone, the people in my life who still claim that I’m single because internet dating isn’t really a thing.

      I guess I’ve always been a dreamer. Well, maybe not always, but since my dream guy up and ran off without so much of a goodbye. The truth of the matter is that this town is small, and everyone knows everyone. The only newcomers are tourists who are only looking for a vacation romance. Other than that, it’s the same group of people it’s always been. It’s unbelievable that I managed to fall in love once in this town. I’m not holding my breath for a second time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Paul

      

      
        I can’t wait until I’ll actually be able to see you, to hold you. I’ve imagined it so many times over these last six months we’ve been talking. I already feel like I’ve known you forever.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        I like to think that we know one another on a deeper level. Sure, we haven’t met yet, but I know your favorite color, your dreams, and what you hope to achieve in life. That’s more than some couples who sleep together every night.

      

      

      

      

      

      My words aren’t a lie. It’s all true, but I long to feel his hand in mine, to feel how quickly his heart beats against my chest when we kiss for the first time. Like him, I’ve imagined it over and over.

      Laughter on the TV gets my attention, and I look up long enough to catch up on the show I’m watching. I watch longer than I intend to, and when I look back at the computer screen, I see the words: Connection lost. Paul has left the chat.

      With a huff, I slam the computer closed, and Noodle jumps awake at my side.

      “I’m sorry, boy,” I say, rubbing his head when he closes the distance between us. I set the laptop back onto the coffee table and pull Noodle into my lap. I absentmindedly pet him while watching TV and sipping my wine.

      “I wish you were the only man I needed, Noodle.”

      He looks up at me with his big, crystal-blue eyes and lets out a whimper.

      I laugh. “I know, I’m pathetic. Let’s go outside before bed, huh?”

      With the magic word, he jumps off my lap and heads for the door. I open it, and he trots out across the lawn to do his business. I sit on the front step, gazing off into the darkness.

      My life certainly hasn’t turned out the way I pictured it. Back when I was in high school and head over heels in love with Memphis, I thought I knew how my life would turn out. I saw us getting married the moment we graduated high school. I thought we’d get right to work on building our home and starting a family. He’d work with his dad at his garage, eventually moving up to management and then owner when his father retired.

      I saw myself as a stay-at-home mom, taking care of the family and doing some online classes to maybe start up a business of my own. I thought we’d grow old together, watching as our children grew and moved on to bigger and better things.

      I shake my head at myself. Who thinks that way when they’re seventeen? That’s how in love with Memphis I was. College was never top priority for me. Neither was moving out of this small town I was born and raised in. I never dreamt of escaping, but apparently, Memphis did, and that’s exactly what he did the moment he graduated high school. He took the only thing I had left to offer, and he ran off with it, shattering my heart into a million tiny pieces.

      Noodle is back and pulling me from my thoughts. “You ready to go to bed, boy?”

      He doesn’t bark, but I see the little brown spots above his eyes lift up as a reply.

      “Okay, let’s go.” I stand up and open the door, watching as he runs inside. I lock the door behind me and then quickly turn off the lights and TV in the living room before heading to my bedroom, where Noodle is already in bed, waiting for me.

      I laugh as he tries crawling his way beneath the blankets. I pull down the comforter and slide under it. Noodle nuzzles down in bed, against my side. Even though it’s going on eleven and I have to work in the morning, I’m not sleepy. I grab my phone off the bedside table and pull up Facebook. Like a cruel prank I play on myself, I pull up Memphis’ page and scroll through for any updates.

      There’s a picture of him sitting on the beach with a beautiful girl on either side of him. In the background is the water and setting sun. The post reads: Goodbye Florida. See ya next time, old friend.

      I wonder where he’s jetting off to now. I don’t have time to focus on that because the look on his face steals the air from my lungs and has my heart doubling its pace. His big green eyes sparkle, the setting sun shining in them. They hold so many memories and feelings. I remember looking into those eyes and feeling like I was the only thing in the world that mattered to him. His lips are tipped upward in the corners, giving him just the hint of a smile. His shapely jaw is covered in a light scruff, not enough to be a beard, but just enough to make him look dangerous and sexy, and his dirty blond hair is cut so short, it’s standing straight up despite the water beaded up on his face and chest. I can still feel his rough, calloused hands on my body when we’d get a little carried away in the back of his fathers garage. I can still taste his lips on mine. I can still smell his scent on this old T-shirt I still wear that used to be his.

      If Pearl knew that I still had this shirt, let alone still wear it, I know she’d be planning a bon fire, and it’d be the first thing to get thrown in. I pull the collar of the shirt up over my nose and breathe in deep. It’s been worn and washed many, many times over the years, but that part of my brain that’s still in love with him can still smell him on the thin material. I think back to the day he tossed me this shirt.

      We’d been playing around by the pool. We were laughing and joking around as he lunged for me, wrapping his strong arms around me. He pulled me against him to tickle my sides. I jumped away and fell right into the pool. When I broke the surface, I couldn’t even be mad. He was standing there, eyes full of tears from laughing so hard. His smile was breathtaking. He pulled me out of the pool and took me into the house to dry off. He insisted on drying my clothes and gave me this T-shirt to wear while I waited. When my clothes were dry, I refused to give it back. I loved the way the soft fabric felt against my skin. But most of all, I loved being surrounded in his scent.

      When he drove me home that night, I matter-of-factly told him the shirt was payback for making me fall in the pool, and he didn’t bother to argue. Instead, he placed his hand under my chin and pulled me closer for a kiss, whispering something about how he liked the way it looked on me.

      A sigh escapes my lips when I relive that memory. A place in my chest sends a sharp pain through me, reminding myself of just how broken I really am. No wonder I can’t fall in love with anyone in this town. Deep down, I know that he’s the only one who can put all my broken pieces together, but I’m determined to find a way around it. He’s long gone and doesn’t look to be missing me in the slightest.

      I drop the phone back onto my table and turn off the light, sinking down into my bed. Noodle crawls up until I can wrap my arm around him. I pull him to my chest as I lie on my side, dreaming of the day that I get to meet Paul, the only person who’s willing to try and save me from my past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            Memphis

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m so glad you’re home,” Mom gushes as she pulls me in for a hug the second I walk through the door.

      I hug her close. “Me too, Ma.” I kiss the top of her head before she pulls away.

      “Come on in here and sit down. Let me make you something to eat,” she insists, dragging me into the kitchen and pushing me down into a chair in the kitchen.

      “Where’s Dad?” I ask, fiddling around with the place mat on the glass table.

      “You know your father. It’s Thursday night.”

      “The Place,” we both say at the same time and laugh.

      “They’ve got dollar beer on Thursday nights. He’ll sit there, drink his fair share of beer, and put away a bucket of wings. Then he’ll stumble home three sheets to the wind.” She rolls her eyes before topping my sandwich with the second slice of bread.

      She brings the plate over to the table and sets it down in front of me before moving to the fridge and grabbing me a bottle of water. She sits at in the empty chair to my side. “So, tell me what’s going on in your life.”

      I shrug as I pick up my sandwich and take a bite. “Not much of anything, I guess,” I say around a mouthful. “Just been taking it easy and trying to find my place in life now that I’m out, you know?”

      She nods. “Well, if you need something to help pass the time, I know your father can use an extra set of hands at the garage.”

      “What happened to Greg? I thought he’d been helping out?”

      “He did, well, does when it fits into his schedule. But he needs someone to be there day in and day out instead of rushing back to the garage at all hours of the day and night to receive a late delivery. Plus, he’s getting old, honey. You know it’s always been his dream to see you take over the place. And I know you have dreams of your own, but deep down, I think your father has only kept the place to wait for your return. He didn’t want to sell it while you were away and then have you return to nothing.”

      I nod at her words as I chew my sandwich and think about the possibility of returning to the shop, the place I escaped almost ten years ago.

      “I see Jade from time to time,” she says, pulling me from my thoughts.

      My eyes leap up and lock on hers. “She’s still around here?” I ask, knowing damn well that she is. I haven’t been able to stop myself from Googling her over the years, wondering if she got the love she always deserved. I expected to see her married with a few kids by now, maybe even a white picket fence.

      Mom smiles. “She is. She’s working at Doc Marshall’s. We always chat when I take Butter in and we run into each other here and there at the market.”

      I look down at the mini Aussie at my feet, sleeping away. When I saw that Jade had posted about the mini Aussies being sold in town, I sent a screenshot to my mom, who had also been looking for a pet. She went the same day and picked out Butter. She and Jade settled on their names together…without me.

      “She always asks about you, you know?” she adds.

      “Mom, Jade and I…”

      “She still loves you. I can see it in her eyes every time we run into one another. Why you left that girl the way you did, I’ll never understand.” She shakes her head.

      I take a deep breath. “You know the reason, Mom. And please don’t bring me up to her again. She deserves to move on and find a man who will treat her right. She’s always deserved more than I could offer.”

      “Memphis Andrew Styles,” Mom chastises. “I don’t know why you can see yourself the way I see you. You’re a catch, and you’re good looking. Any woman would be proud to have you on her arm.” She stands up and pushes in her chair. “And just for the record,” she levels her eyes on me, “I don’t bring you up. She does. What do you think that means, Mr. Know-It-All?” She turns and walks out of the kitchen, down the hall, and to her room. I hear the soft click of the door closing between us.

      Fuck. Has Jade been waiting on me all this time? There has to be a reason she hasn’t moved on, right? Surely, she can’t still love me, not after all these years, not after the way I took her virginity and left her without a goodbye or even an explanation. At the time, it seemed like the best choice I could’ve made. I knew saying goodbye would be too hard on both of us, but I knew it was something I had to do. I had to see what else was out there. I had to find myself and try escaping the life I knew was expected of me, a life where I would have simply taken over my father’s garage. I never would have escaped this town. I never would have seen what else the world had to offer. And telling her goodbye, that would’ve killed me. I would’ve died having to watch the tears fall from her eyes. Just thinking about it feels like a knife to the gut. But my biggest reason for leaving the way I did: I didn’t want to give her the chance to talk me out of it. I didn’t want to risk the chance of backing out. I knew what I had to do, and I did it, ignoring the explosion I knew would go off the second she realized I was gone. This way, things were just easier, cleaner. I know it makes me a dick, but it was the only way that made sense to me at the time. I was just an eighteen-year-old kid who felt like his whole life had already been planned out.

      I finish my sandwich and put the plate in the dishwasher before starting it and heading back to my old room. I’ve been gone for nearly ten years, but I’ve come home for a visit or two here and there. I was always careful. I never wanted to run into her or anyone who would tell her I was in town. I laid low, just hanging out at home or in the garage with my family. So, while it hasn’t been ten years since I’ve been in my room, it has been nearly that long since I actually looked at this room.

      I’m standing in front of my dresser, putting away my clothes, when a framed picture catches my eye. I pick it up and look closer. It’s a picture Mom had taken from the football stands. We’d just won the big game and Jade rushed into my arms. I had just taken off my football helmet, and my hair and face were covered in dirt and sweat. But she didn’t care. She jumped into my arms and I caught her, pulling her against me for a long, lip-crushing kiss. At the time, I had no idea the moment was being captured, but looking at this picture makes me happy that it was. Just seeing this picture of us kissing has my heart racing. My lips tingle the way they always did when I was lucky enough to have them on her. My stomach muscles tighten as the intense yearning to go find her takes over.

      I shake my head, clearing the thoughts. I can’t go find her. I won’t allow it. I’ve caused her enough pain. I don’t know how long the two of us can live in the same small town without bumping into one another, but I do know that I won’t force myself back into her life. I can at least give her that much.

      When I get to the bottom drawer of my dresser, I find that it’s still packed full of my old clothes, things I haven’t seen since high school. I sit on the floor and dig through it all, holding up shirt after shirt. I bought most of them as donations for the school: my football camp T-shirt, sock hop shirt, graduating class shirt, spring fling. Then I get to the last thing in the drawer. It’s the suit I wore to prom. I remember when I took it off. I was so annoyed, I buried it, never wanting to see it again. Prom was amazing and I had the time of my life, especially the time I spent with Jade. But I had been planning on breaking the news to her about me leaving. I chickened out, though, and instead took the one thing I could never give back: her virginity.
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