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Chapter 1
 
I’ve been called a walking disaster. Chaos just seems to happen around me. When I was younger, I believed I was jinxed, that cosmic forces were against me. I still wonder if fate despises me because even days that start out perfect end up a catastrophe.
But I’m convinced today is going to be a great day.
The first great day potential: I wake up ten minutes early, which never, ever happens. Normally, I’m one of those people who smack the snooze button at least ten times before dragging their cranky ass out of bed.
After I nearly skip out of bed, I hop into the shower, and for once, the water doesn’t run cold in the first three to four minutes. Warm shower, hell yes! I haven’t seen one of those since I moved into this apartment almost a year ago.
I’m also having a fantastic hair day. My usually frizzy, I-just-stuck-my-finger-in-an-electrical-socket, brown curls lay perfectly tamed down my back. I finally get that smoky eye thing down after trying for years and always ending up looking like a bug-eyed raccoon beanie baby. I’m rocking my favorite outfit: a black turtleneck and plaid skirt, topped off with black tights and matching platforms.
Right as I exit my apartment to head off to work, I receive a text from Max, a guy I’ve been obsessed with ever since I started working for Dana and Morella’s Event Planning just a little over a year ago.
We’ve spent the last couple of weeks making out after work. Our secret, steamy lip-lock sessions first started when he was walking me to my car.
In classic, klutzy Lexi style, I got my heel wedged in the crack of the concrete and tripped. Thankfully, Max caught me in his arms, which was a very fine moment for me since I’d been fantasizing about being pressed to his chest for almost a year. Of course, in my fantasy, I didn’t sniff his chest and moan.
“Um, Lexi …” He sounded extremely uncomfortable as his arms tensed around me. “Did you just smell me?"
“Yeah … kind of.” What? I couldn’t help it. He smelled so amazingly good, like cologne and aftershave and, oddly enough, a bit like cinnamon rolls.
I expected him to shove me down and run. It wouldn’t be the first time a guy did that to me.
Instead, he chuckled. “At least tell me I smell nice.”
“You do … like cologne and cinnamon rolls.” I gazed up at him and found he was gazing down at me with so much intensity in his eyes my breath caught in my throat.
His lips parted, and I held my breath as I eagerly waited for whatever wonderful words were about to leave his lips. Because, with how intensely he was looking at me, I knew he was about to say something deliciously sexy.
“Well, I did eat a cinnamon roll for breakfast,” he said huskily.
Umm … Okay, so that wasn’t what I was expecting. Delicious, yes. Sexy, not unless I have a baked goods fetish. Still, I decided to seize the opportunity of being in his arms, stood on my tiptoes, and sealed my lips to his.
Afterward, we didn’t say much, just waved good-bye, hopped in our cars, and drove our separate ways. The next day, he walked me to my car, and we ended up kissing again. It’s been going on for two weeks now.
During the day, he’s merely my colleague, but by night, he’s my super sexy make-out buddy. Hell yeah! I’ve always wanted one of those. But deep down, I wanted more for Max than our little, sexy carport rendezvous. I wanted a date to go along with it.
So, at last night’s wedding party we were overseeing, I grew some lady balls—thanks to the two glasses of wine I drank—and gave him my number. I was so cool and suave about it, too. I was smiling and didn’t even spill wine on my dress, which is always a fantastic bonus.
“Hey, do you want my number, just in case you need to call me for anything?”
His lips tugged into that sexy, dimple grin. “Sure. I’ve been meaning to get it, anyway.”
I rattled off my number, and he entered it in his phone. Then he messaged me so I’d have his number on hand.
“I have to get back to work. I’ll catch up with you after the party, okay?” he said, which was code for let’s meet up at our cars and grind up all over each other.
Honestly, I didn’t really expect Max to get ahold of me so soon. I thought I’d be the one who got the ball rolling. But, holy crap, the text is from him.
Max: Hey! Great job last night. The party was kick ass. And afterward wasn’t too bad, either. ;) Maybe we could meet up this weekend and go over the plans for next month’s wedding. My treat.
I get so excited I do my infamous heck-to-the-yeah dance, which basically is a mixture between a cracked out tap dancer and an uncoordinated stripper. But who cares? Max asked me out on a date!
Even when my grumpy, nude-yoga teaching, fifty-something next door neighbor, Miss Finikey, notices me arm flailing and hip grinding in the hallway, my mood isn’t dampened.
“Don’t look at me like that,” I say with a huge-ass smile on my face. “Max asked me out. I have an excuse to act like a lunatic.”
She rolls her eyes as she scoops up her newspaper from off her front porch. “Oh, yippee. Cinnamon roll guy asked you out. Let me go grab my kazoo and party hat so we can celebrate this life changing occasion.”
I don’t bother pointing out that she’s practically in her birthday suit, wearing nothing but a sheet wrapped around her.
“I’ve wanted to go on a date with him forever, Miss F. You know that.”
“Yes, my dear. Unfortunately, I do know way too much about your boring obsession with a man who’s about as exciting as watching Mr. Welford do squats naked every morning. But it doesn’t mean I want to. You just insist on yammering my ear off all the damn time.”
“He isn’t that boring. And how do you know Mr. Welford does squats naked?”
She tucks the newspaper under her arm. “It’s not my fault he leaves his curtains cracked.”
“But you don’t have to peek through the curtains,” I point out with my hands on my hips. “And if you’re choosing to look, it can’t be that boring watching him.”
“Nothing is more boring than watching a sixty-year-old man clench his hairy ass. But”—she lifts her shoulder, shrugging—“I’ve got nothing better to do. Besides, he has some pretty decent moves for an old man. I even hired him to strip at one of my friends’ birthday parties.”
I cringe at the mental image. “Thanks. Now I’ll never be able to look at Mr. Welford the same again.”
She shrugs me off, but then her brows suddenly knit as she notes my outfit. “You look nice. What the hell happened? Usually, you look like a hot mess.”
My smile is as shimmery as a rainbow. Not even Miss F’s crankiness, or the fact that I can kind of see through the sheet she’s wearing, can ruin my awesome morning.
“I woke up early.” I do a little twirl and curtsy. “It’s amazing what a little extra time can do.”
She snorts a condescending laugh as she backs up toward her apartment door. “You didn’t wake up early. I heard your alarm go off this morning. These stupid walls are paper-thin. I’m getting so damn sick and tired of hearing everyone’s drama. It’s giving me migraines.”
And vice versa. I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve heard what she refers to as her gentlemen acquaintances making very un-gentlemen-like noises.
“Um, yes, I did. I just didn’t hit the snooze button a thousand times.” I slip the handle of my bag over my shoulder and turn to leave for work. “See ya later, Miss F. And tell your friend from last night that he has some really impressive endurance for his age.”
“There was a power outage in the building last night,” she calls out as I reach for the exit door. “I’m guessing your clock probably reset. It’s already after ten.”
My eyes snap wide as I whip out my phone and check the time. Shit. I was so caught up in my good morning I hadn’t paid attention to the time since I woke up. Dammit! No wonder I had such an easy time waking up. I’m over an hour late!
I bolt out the door, sending my boss a text that I’m going to be late. The second I step foot outside, I immediately get soaked by the rain. I curse the heavens as I run like a fleeing unicorn and dive inside my car, soaking wet. So much for my great hair day.
I shudder at my reflection in the mirror. I look like a wet, crazed-out cat, but I don’t have time to go back inside and change. I’m already on thin ice at work over my issue with being what I like to call fashionably tardy, although my boss doesn’t agree with my sparkling terminology.
“You’re a great assistant,” she told me last week, “but you’re also unreliable. If you don’t start being more punctual, I’m afraid I’m going to have to let you go and give the job to someone who will appreciate the opportunity more.”
I love my job, so of course I assured her I’d never be late again, even though I knew I was being a huge, fat liar-liar, pants on fire, since half the damn time I’m late because of insane, out-of-my-hands events like what happened today. I haven’t been late since we had the talk, though, except for now.
Maybe my boss was right. Maybe I don’t appreciate the job.
“No, I do,” I tell myself. “I’ll just tell her about the power outage, that it wasn’t my fault.” 
She’ll understand.
Relief washes over me, and I quickly pull the car door shut. I’ve had the same car since I turned sixteen, and even then, it was a junker. I have to slam the door three times and flip the lock twice before the door stays closed. Honestly, I love all its quirks. It gives it character. Plus, we’ve been through a lot, and it has never let me down.
But when I shove the keys into the ignition and pump the gas pedal five times before starting up the engine, all it does is make a noise like a screeching banshee.
“No, please don’t do this to me today, baby. Come on,” I plead as I try to restart the engine.
After five failed attempts, I give up, snatch my umbrella from the backseat, and run to the bus stop a few blocks down, telling myself that I’ll get my morning back on track. I just need to make it to work.
But my perfect morning rapidly goes down the rain gutter.
First, my umbrella gets ripped from my hand as I’m opening it. I forgot my wallet, so I have to dig my last two dollars in change out of the bottom of my purse to pay the bus fare. The large man sitting beside me on the bus sneezes in my face, and I gag so hard I almost vomit. And he smells so overwhelmingly like peanut butter that I swear he’s showered in it. My suspicions are confirmed when he takes out his phone, and I catch a glimpse of his screensaver—a photo of him shaking his naked butt while dancing in a large vat of peanut butter in front of a cheering crowd. Insert second time I almost vomit this morning.
“Pretty cool, right?” he asks when he notices me staring at the photo of him.
“Um … Yeah … Sure …” My palms start to sweat as a beat of silence goes by. I feel this awkward need to break it, a lifelong personality trait of mine that can make my life a living hell sometimes and puts me in a ton of very uncomfortable, strange situations. “Who knew peanut butter would slide off skin like that? It’s so thick I thought it’d clump more.” Oh. My. God. Lexi. Just stop talking. Right now. “Was it the chunky or crunchy kind?” Face palm.
“I think chunky.” He stares at me like I’m the crazy person.
“Oh … That makes sense.” No. None of this makes sense. Like, why you’re still talking! “Do you do it a lot?”
“Every Friday night at Danny’s Bar.” A grin spreads across his face. “You know, if you’re interested, there’s a partners’ night on Saturdays.”
“Ummm …” Just tell him no. “Sure …”
He asks me for my number, but thankfully, I manage to get my head out of my ass and rattle off a fake number, which ends up being the best thing that happens to me for the rest of the day.
 



Chapter 2
 
The second I make it to work, my boss calls me into her office, and things go from bad to waking-up-in-a-ditch-naked-with-no-idea-what-happened worse.
“I just don’t think this is working, Lexi,” my boss says to me from across her desk. “You’ve been late so many times I’ve lost count.”
“I can do better.” I’m trying not to cry, but my eyes start to burn. “I just had one of those crazy mornings where everything that could go wrong did.”
“There’s only so many times that excuse can work,” she says. “I’m sorry, but I have to let you go.”
Do not cry and make this more awkward.
I’m terrified by the thought of searching for a job again. After graduating three years ago with a bachelor’s degree in General Studies and having no clue what I wanted to do with it, I floated through random jobs; waitressing, a secretary for a law firm, and my least favorite, selling clown supplies (who knew people that made a job out of being funny could be so intense about what kind of material fake noses are made of).
While I never planned to be a party planner’s assistant forever, I enjoyed what I did, the hours were flexible, and the pay was decent for what I’m used to.
“Thanks for the opportunity,” I squeak as I push up from the chair, cursing myself for messing up and losing yet another job.
She offers me a pity smile. “I wish this would’ve worked out. You’re great at your job and have such amazing, creative ideas, but you’re just too unreliable.”
I’m not sure what to say, so I hurry out of her office before I start bawling. I say a quick good-bye to the few people in the office I’m kind of close with then head to my desk to pack up my stuff, saving my good-bye to Max for last.
But, as I’m piling my framed photos and coffee mug into a box, he approaches my desk with a cautious look on his face.
“I just heard the news. I’m so sorry, Lexi.” He offers me a sympathetic smile. “It’s not going to be the same around here without you.”
“Yeah, I’m going to miss working with everyone.” Especially you, you ridiculously delicious piece of man candy. “Maybe we could still grab a bite to eat this weekend and hang out.” I smile at him, hoping he’ll get that by “grab a bite to eat and hang out,” I mean go out on a date and make-out at my apartment.
His dimpled, panty-dropping grin falters as he scratches the back of his neck. “I already made plans with Julia. She’s Dana’s new assistant, and I need to get her caught up on next week’s wedding.”
“Oh.” I press my lips together. “Maybe another time?”
He rakes his fingers through his hair. “Look, Lexi, I think you’re cool and everything, but when I asked you out, I wasn’t really asking you out. I just wanted some ideas for the wedding. You’re creative, and I thought maybe, if I had your help, I could impress Dana enough to get a promotion.”
Oh. My. Hell.
“You think I’m cool? Seriously? That’s all you have to say?” If I had a penny for every time I’ve been told that, my jobless problem wouldn’t be a problem. “After making out with me in the garage for two straight weeks?”
“I thought we were having fun. I thought you understood that.” He pats my arm. “Look, I have some errands to run. Take care, okay?” With that, he turns on his heels and rushes away like I’m a rabid dog about to bite him. I kind of wish I was so I could have a legitimate excuse to run up and rip him apart.
Instead, I watch him walk away until he stops by Julia’s desk and starts flirting with her.
I look away, vowing to myself no more hooking up with superficial hot guys. From now on, I’m only going to date average looking weirdoes.
Since I don’t have any more change to pay bus fare, I have to walk the twenty-something blocks back to my apartment. Fortunately, it’s stopped raining, but the puddles covering the ground splash up and soak my tights every time I take a step.
I’m bouncing up and down on my toes, trying to warm up as I wait for a streetlight to change, when a boy around eight years old suddenly runs up to me with a sparkling neon pink marker in his hand and starts scribbling on my tights.
“Hey, back off, little dude,” I warn as I step back out of his reach.
“No way. I can’t. I’m a street artist, and you’re my muse.” He laughs wickedly and rushes at me again, waving the marker tauntingly.
I whirl around, hugging my box as I skitter out of the way, but I roll my ankle and fall down. I drop the box to brace the fall with my hands. The concrete scrapes my palms and rips the knees of my tights.
I glare at the boy. “You evil little troll.”
He points the marker at me. “I can make you look like an evil little troll if you want me to.”
I narrow my eyes at him as I stumble to my feet. Before I can stand up all the way, though, a set of fingers wrap around my upper arm, and I’m lifted to my feet as if I weigh nothing.
“Sorry about that,” a deep, male voice says. “Are you okay?”
I brush dirt and mud off my tights, skirt, and hands, but I only seem to make more of a mess. “Yep, just peachy.” Sarcasm drips from my voice as I elevate my gaze to him. “He’s kind of a …” I trail off.
The guy standing in front of me is younger than I expected—around my age—with green eyes, messy, brown hair, and a scruffy jawline. He’s definitely good-looking, but what’s really throwing me off is the strangest sensation that I know him. And the stunned look on his face makes me wonder if I do.
“Do I know you?” I ask, bending over to grab my box from the ground.
Right at that moment, the wind kicks up and blows up my skirt. I hurriedly tug it down, but I’m sure a few people passing by probably got a glimpse of the granny panties I’m rocking because I haven’t done laundry in, like, a month.
The guy scoops up my box, but instead of handing it to me, he keeps ahold of it. “No … I don’t think so.” He looks away from me as he says it.
He’s lying. I can tell. But why?
“What’s your name, then?” I ask.
His lips quirk. “You really expect me to give my name to some random woman on the street? A woman, I might add, who just flashed half the people walking by?”
I grip the bottom of my skirt, securing it down. “I didn’t do it on purpose. It was the wind.” And fate.
“How do I know that for sure?” he asks. “Maybe it’s your thing.”
“You think my thing is flashing people on the street? Really? Do I look that crazy?”
He eyes over my torn tights covered in marker and my muddy skirt and shirt, and his brow arches in insinuation.
“I don’t always look like this,” I say indignantly. “I’ve just had a shitty day, and he”—I wave my hand at the kid who is now scribbling on the side of a parked car—“made it ten times worse.”
“Yeah, sorry about Trevor. He’s going through a … phase.” He glances down at the little boy and frowns.
“You know that marker is permanent, right?” I say to the sexy stranger.
His eyes widen then he hastily hands me my box and gently pulls the boy to his feet. “All right, little man, hand over the marker,” Sexy Stranger says to the boy.
The devil child shakes his head. “You can’t take an artist’s tool away from him!”
“Trevor,” Sexy Stranger warns, trying to remain calm. “Give me the marker. Public artists don’t go around coloring on cars.”
The boy tucks the marker behind his back. “Some do. I’ve seen it on the internet.”
“Okay …” Sexy Stranger struggles for words. “Well, they don’t color on people’s clothes.”
“I don’t think you understand public art,” the boy says, backing away from him. “I have to color whenever the urge strikes me. That’s how it works.”
What a crazy—albeit smart—little weirdo.
“Need any help?” I offer, even though it’s the last thing I want to do right now.
“No, it’s okay,” Sexy Stranger waves off my help then warns the boy, “Don’t run away again. Your mom’s already going to be pissed off at me for that stunt you pulled at the toy store.”
“Art is art! And that display looked much better with my art on it!” the boy shouts then spins around and takes off running.
“Shit,” Sexy Stranger curses then runs after him, calling out to me, “Sorry about everything! I really am!”
I watch him run away, wishing I’d at least gotten his name. Then again, he’s probably married, so what does it really matter?
Sighing, I head back down the crowded sidewalk toward my apartment. I must really look like a crazy mess now because, while I’m waiting to cross the street, some old dude gives me five dollars and promises me that God loves all his children, even the hookers and sinners.
By the time I trudge into my apartment, I’m cold, wet, tired, and my eyes are nearly swollen shut from sobbing. I flop down on my bed, ready for the day to be over, like somehow overnight, my life will restart, and everything will be okay again. I know that’s not the case. I’ve been fired enough times to know I’m going to spend a couple of weeks applying to jobs and being called in for interviews, all while worrying if I’m going to make next month’s rent.
Grimacing, I kick off my shoes and drag my butt out of bed to grab my ancient laptop off my desk. While it’s booting up, I slip on a pair of boots and jog across the street to order a sinfully delicious slice of pizza with the five bucks the guy gave me. On the way back inside, while I’m stuffing my face with greasy goodness, I pick up my mail.
I haven’t gotten it in a few days because I lost the key and just found it last night. The box is filled with a ton of magazines and junk mail. The only thing of importance is a letter from my landlord.
I tear it open and my heart nearly stops. “An eviction notice? What the hell?”
I’m never late on my rent. I feel like banging my head on the wall. Could this day get any worse?
 



Chapter 3
 
After making a call to the landlord, I find out the bank returned my last month’s check because of insufficient funds. When I check my bank account, I discover a long list of charges not made by me.
“I can promise you,” I tell the very snide operator on the phone. “I didn’t spend two hundred and seven bucks at Gary’s Extravagant and Extraordinary Sex Toy Adult Shop.”
“I understand your frustration ma’am,” she replies in a dry tone. “And, like I said earlier, we’re looking into it, but it might take seven to ten days to process a refund.”
“I don’t have seven to ten days,” I huff out in frustration, tossing the statement onto the table. “This is such bullshit. I mean, what does extravagant and extraordinary even mean? Does it sell extra long vibrators with fur on them or something? Because that’s just creepy and very unpractical.”
The line grows awkwardly quiet.
Okay, okay. I might have gone a little too far with the whole furry, extra-long vibrator remark, but when I get too frazzled, I sometimes speak without thinking first. My mom calls it the curse of being an Ashford woman.
“Your dad’s mom once told me about her sex life and all the positions your grandpa and her used to do,” she said to me during a very uncomfortable conversation when I was thirteen. “She only did it because she was stressed out at work and was pissed off at your grandpa for breaking the bed frame. Anyway, she later apologized and explained that every Ashford woman has a habit of saying whatever pops into their head, especially when they’re stressed out.”
I didn’t believe in her curse theory at the time, but now I’m totally on board with it.
“That’s why we offer our multiple security programs,” the operator finally breaks the silence. “Perhaps you’ll want to consider signing up for one of them.”
“Why? So you can protect the negative three hundred and twenty-one dollars I have in my account right now?” I press my fingers to the brim of my nose. “Look, is there any way we can speed up the dispute process?”
She answers with a big, fat no, only using words that make it sound as if she’s giving me a sweet deal on something. By the time I hang up, I have no idea what to do next. Even if I get my money back and catch up on rent, I haven’t been called in for any interviews yet, and I’ve applied for almost every job within my salary range. I’m broke. Jobless. My car’s broken, and after talking to a mechanic, I found out it’s probably going to cost almost five hundred dollars to fix it.
I could always downgrade to a lower costing apartment, but let’s face it, I already live in a shithole—there’s not much farther down I can go.
Even though I hate being a charity case, I decide to call up my dad and ask him for help. He tells me he can probably scrounge up enough to fix my car, but they’re in the process of remodeling their bookstore right now and don’t have a lot of extra cash lying around.
“You could always come home for a little bit,” he suggests with a hint of hope in his tone.
My parents never were fans of my choice to leave Fairville and move to Denver. Me, I couldn’t wait to get out of the small town I grew up in. I dreamed about it from the time I was twelve and my dad took me on a trip with him to the city. Everything was so big and seemed to be constantly changing. It was a breath of fresh air compared to Fairville, which always seemed to remain stuck in the same place.
I used to call it Hellville because, growing up where everyone knew everyone, that’s what it felt like sometimes. Everyone knew everything about me. They witnessed every awkward phase I went through, knew all the nicknames that made me cringe, like Lexi t-rexi, a name given to me in sixth grade when my body grew faster than my arms. Eventually, my arms grew in proportion to my body, but by then, a new nickname had caught on. They were never cool names, either—like Lexi Sexy—and no matter what I did, I could never escape the teasing … until I moved to Denver.
Denver was my restart, my be-anything-you-want-to-be. I just wish that, after eight years of trying, I knew what I wanted to be.
I sink down into the sofa and rest my head back, staring up at the water stain on the ceiling. “Thanks for the offer, Dad, but I still have some jobs I can apply for.”
“Oh, okay.” The disappointment in his tone makes me feel guilty for not visiting more. “You’re still coming out for Christmas, though, right? You haven’t visited in over five years. And as much as your mom and I love coming out there, we’d like you to come home once in a while.”
I massage my temples, feeling a headache coming on. “As long as my car’s fixed, I’ll come out. I promise.”
“Your car will be fixed. In fact, I’ll wire you the money tomorrow. I hate the idea of you having to walk everywhere.”
“Thanks, Dad.” I start to choke up. “It means a lot to me.”
“Don’t cry, Lex. Everything’ll be okay,” he tries to assure me. “It’ll all work out in the end.”
He spends the next five minutes giving me one of his famous pep talks about keeping my chin up and being a go-getter. By the time I get off the phone, I’m a bundle of emotions. I miss my parents, even if they are a little insane sometimes and have absolutely no filter. I miss my job, too—I miss putting a party together and watching everyone enjoy it. I’m terrified I’ll never get another job, that I’ll get kicked out of my place and have to return to Fairville.
Deciding I need to start coming up with some alternative plans, I call my friend Sophie to see if she wants to hang out and watch a movie, subtly hinting we should do it at her place because it’s way nicer than hanging out in my living room/kitchen/bedroom.
When I get there, I fully plan to ask her if I can take her up on the offer she made a few months ago to move into her spare bedroom because she needs the extra cash. I turned her down at the time because it was too far away from work, but now that’s not a problem.
Look, a silver lining. Score!
“Sure,” Sophie replies after I call her and ask if she wants to get a pizza and maybe watch Bad Teacher. “I just can’t stay up too late. I have a meeting tomorrow morning.”
“Who has meetings on a Sunday?” I slip on my jacket, grab my keys, and head for the door.
“People who want to move up the ladder instead of down,” she says condescendingly.
“Yeah, yeah, I know. I need to get my shit together.” I don’t take her tone personally. “I’m headed over now. See you in, like, thirty.”
I’ve known Sophie for almost three years. We met in a bar after both of the people we came with had ditched us for guys. I’ll admit I was a little bit tipsy, which meant I came off more outgoing than I am.
“Seriously, haven’t they heard of chicks over dicks?” she asked me as we bounced around on the dance floor to the music.
Both of us sucked at dancing and probably looked like a couple of whacked out bobbleheads, but I was too drunk to care.
I nodded and then made a toast. “To hell with them. From now on, you and I’ll be besties, and they can go have their hot, sweaty sex.” I made a face as if I detested hot, sweaty sex.
She moved to clink her glass with mine, but then paused. “Well, I kind of want to have hot, sweaty sex, too, sometimes.”
“Yeah, me, too.” I paused, lifting my glass again. “To hot, sweaty sex.”
“Hell, yeah!” some guy beside me said, fist pumping the air.
I knocked back my drink and glanced around the bar. When I spotted a very in shape guy with gorgeous blue eyes chilling at the bar with his a-little-on-the-gangly-side friend, an idea struck me.
“I have an idea,” I said to Sophia. “We could be each other’s wingman.”
When confusion masked her bleary eyes, I explained how I wanted her to be my wingman so I could go hit on Pretty Blue Eyes at the bar. She could talk to his friend, and in exchange, next weekend, I would do the same for her.
“Fine, but you owe me.” She tripped in her heels as she spun around and marched for the bar.
By the time we made it to Pretty Blue Eyes, though, he had a curvy blonde in his lap. Sophie, who had just downed her six shot, took it offensively, like he had somehow been cheating on me, and threw her drink in his face. He jumped to his feet, nearly dumping the blonde on the floor.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” he asked, his jaw nearly hanging to the floor.
“What’s wrong with me is guys like you always hitting on cliché women. When you want a real woman, call me.” Then she smacked his ass, linked arms with me, and hauled me out of the bar.
“Holy crap, I can’t believe you just did that,” I muttered as we reached the corner of the street.
“Yeah, me, either,” she replied, pressing her hand to her forehead. “That was so unlike me. I’m blaming it on the alcohol and my ex, the bastard. He’s got my head all messed up.”
“It was kind of funny.” I grinned as I replayed the look on his face when she slapped his ass.
She lowered her hand from her face. “The look on his face was priceless.”
“And at least you made an impression. He probably gets hit on all the time, but he’ll never forget the crazy girl who threw her drink on him and slapped his ass really, really hard.”
“Was it that hard?”
“I think the whole bar heard it.”
She shrugged. “I think he clenched, though, so maybe that softened the blow.”
We traded a look and then busted up laughing so hard I peed my pants a little bit.
After that, we became best friends. And, oddly enough, Sophie ran into Pretty Blue Eyes, whose real name is Flynn, a few months later, and the two have been dating ever since.
When I step outside and see that it’s raining again, I backtrack to Miss Finikey’s apartment to beg her to let me borrow her car.
I knock three or four times before the door swings open.
Miss Finikey leans against the doorjamb with her arms crossed. “What do you want?” she asks me, tying up her silk robe.
My eyes start to water from the smoke in the air and the strobe light flashing inside her living room. “I, um …” I trail off at the sight of Mr. Welford standing naked in the living room, holding a pillow over his man parts. On the television, a woman wearing a leotard and leg warmers is doing squats and counting backwards from ten.
“Hey, Lexi.” Mr. Welford waves to me. “We were just, um … exercising.” He gestures at the television as if that explains everything.
“Oh, sounds … fun.” I tear my attention away from the scene and focus on Miss Finikey and nothing else. Nothing else at all. “Can I borrow your car?”
“Did that piece of shit of yours finally break down?” she asks with a snarky grin on her face.
Sighing, I nod. “And it’s raining, so I’d really appreciate the favor.”
I expect more of an argument from her, but she must be eager to get back to “exercising” because she grabs the keys from the table and tosses them to me.
“I’ll probably be busy when you get back, so leave the keys under the mat,” she says before slamming the door in my face.
Shoving what I just saw way, way into the back of my mind where I can never replay it again, I hurry out to her car. Surprisingly, I don’t run into any problems during the drive to Sophie’s, and the radio even plays my jam.
By the time I’m knocking on her door, I think maybe my luck has changed.
When Sophie throws the door open, she lets out an ear-splitting squeal. “I’m so glad you’re here!” She claps her hands together and jumps up and down.
I jump up and down with her. “Me, too!”
We jump up and down, holding hands and celebrating that I’m here.
“Wait? Why are you so excited?” She stops jumping and her brows knit.
I shrug. “That I’m here?”
She motions for me to get inside then shuts the door. “I have exciting news.” Her voice gets all I-just-sucked-helium-from-a-balloon kind of high.
I clap my hands together, so excited for her even if I have no clue why. “What is it? Did you get another promotion? Or that new bedroom set you’ve been wanting for forever? Oh, wait, did you finally try a blueberry muffin from Tamy’s Fantastic Bakery?” The last one’s a joke, but the blueberry muffins there are amazing.
“A blueberry muffin? Really, Lexi?” She shakes her head and makes that disappointed face she always does whenever I’ve said something she thinks is ridiculous. “Like I would be this excited over a muffin.”
I put my hands on my hips and give her a teasingly stern look. “Clearly, you haven’t tasted her muffins.”
“Who’s tasting whose muffin?” Flynn strolls out of the bathroom, grinning and dripping wet with a towel wrapped around his waist.
This is the second time I’ve seen a nearly naked man tonight, but this time, it doesn’t make me want to jab my eyeballs out with my fingers.
I take a moment to discreetly check him out. Yeah, I know he’s my best friend’s boyfriend, but this is the closest I’ve gotten to a shirtless man in a year unless you want to count the cutey with all the tattoos in the gym that I gawk at every day on my way to work. I actually put a stop to walking by that place a couple of months ago after an embarrassing window-licking incident.
“No one’s eating anyone’s muffins,” Sophie dismisses him. “Lexi just thinks she’s funny.”
“Lexi is funny”—he winks at her—“especially when she’s trying to talk you into eating muffins.”
Sophie rolls her eyes, but her lips twitch into a smile. “Anyway, I was just about to tell Lexi the good news.”
“Yes, you were.” I motion for her to get a move on. “So hurry up already and tell me before I decide to go get some excitement from a muffin.”
Shaking his head, Flynn chuckles as he walks into the bedroom.
I grin at a frowning Sophie. “Well, at least he thinks I’m funny.”
She sighs, but then a smile lights up her face as she sticks out her hand. “Flynn just proposed, and I said yes!” She waggles her fingers, causing the huge-ass diamond to shimmer. “We’re engaged!”
“Holy shit!” I throw my arms around her and hug her tightly. “I’m so happy for you!”
I tell myself not to cry, but tears start to stream down my face. Sophie, who’s not a crier at all, calls me a baby, but then she ends up crying, too. She laughs through her tears, completely happy as she babbles on about their wedding plans, how they’re getting a bigger place just outside of the city, and how she wants me to be her Maid of Honor.
I’m so happy for her. I really am. But deep down, some of my tears are coming from the fact that reality is crashing down on me. I’m so screwed. I know I am.
Not only does it feel like I’m losing my best friend, but if I don’t get a job that will pay the bills soon, I’m going to have to return to the place I ran away from almost eight years ago, even though I swore I’d never go back.



Chapter 4
 
Two weeks later, the inevitable happens. After getting a job at a fast food place, along with a second job at a grocery store, I still can’t make rent, and my bank account is still being looked into. I have no choice but to call my parents and tell them I’m coming home for a bit. Then, with a heavy heart, I pack up my stuff.
“Good-bye, sink. Good-bye, floor. Good-bye, couch. You were an ugly, little bastard, but I’ll miss all the drunken talks we had. You were such a great listener.” I pat the couch and step back to give a pageant wave to my apartment, opting to keep the humor going; otherwise, I’m going to lose my shit. “Good-bye, all.”
“You’re taking this surprisingly well,” Sophie says as she checks around for any remaining boxes.
Since most of the furniture came with the place, there isn’t a whole lot, just enough boxes and bags to fill up the trunk, the backseat, and the passenger side of my car. It makes me sad that I don’t own much of anything.
Mental note to self: When I get my life back on track, start buying my own furniture.
“You know me.” I let my hand fall to my side. “I’d rather laugh until my problems become so much I have a meltdown. Remember the summer of 2014?”
She shudders as she moves up beside me. “How could I forget?”
How could anyone forget the summer of 2014? I had found out my then boyfriend, whom I thought I was in love with, was cheating on me. I pretended not to care for almost two months straight, but then, around July, all shit hit the roof after I spotted him one day in a café drinking coffee with the woman he cheated on me with. She was pretty, too: tall, curvy, with perfect hair and flawless skin.
I ran in and sobbed that I missed him and that I still loved him. Then I pathetically added, “You can’t say that you still don’t love me. I know you do.”
He looked around at the people gawking at us and his cheeks reddened. “Lexi, we had fun and everything, but that was it. You’re cool and all, but you’re kind of a walking disaster.”
Okay, I was kind of a disaster—still am—but cool? That word is the bane of my existence and something snapped inside me.
I threw his coffee in his face then ran back to my place, locked myself in the bathroom with a bottle of vodka, blaring, “I’m Not Okay” by My Chemical Romance over and over again. I stayed that way for two whole days, which wouldn’t have been that bad except I had roommates. Finally, Sophie had Flynn pick the lock so she could get inside and drag me out of my funk.
“But I’m not okay,” I drunkenly whined as she dragged me to my feet. “Listen to the song. It knows what I’m talking about.”
“I know you’re not okay,” she said. “You’ve been lying on a bathroom floor that I’m pretty sure no one has ever cleaned, you smell like vomit, and you look like shit.”
Her bluntness was like a slap across the face, but it did the job. I sucked it up, took a shower, sobered up, and mopped the floor for the first time since I moved in.
“What am I going to do without you?” I say to Sophie with a heavyhearted sigh.
“Lexi, you’re only moving a few hours away.” She picks up a garbage bag from off the kitchen floor. “And it’s only temporary. Besides, I think it might be good for you to get a little restart. Your life is so scattered all the time.”
“It’s not that scattered,” I argue, a little offended. “I’m just going through some stuff. That’s all.”
“I didn’t say it to upset you, but sometimes”—she pauses, wavering—“you don’t make the best choices, and I don’t think sugar-coating it is going to help you clean up your life.”
“Hey, sometimes it’s not my fault,” I protest. “Sometimes, stuff just happens, like the rent thing. Not my fault.”
“You could’ve checked your bank account more,” she says, setting the garbage bag by the front door. “And that thing with the guy and the birds; I told you not to give him money.”
“But his birds were starving. I felt so bad for him. And he had that glass eye that wouldn’t focus on anything. It was so sad and confused the birds. They kept flying away from him.”
“Honey, I don’t know what the eye thing has to do with this, but those birds were stray pigeons. He didn’t need the money to feed them. He played you.”
“Okay … but that was one time. It’s not like I do stuff like that all the time.”
Her brows elevate. “What about the woman you gave money to who was making the largest quilt with toilet paper?”
I let my head fall back, grunting in frustration. “She seemed like a go-getter, and it sounded like a cool project. Plus, she was nice and picked up that candy bar I dropped.”
She sighs. “You trust people too much, like Max. I knew that guy was using you, but you only saw what you wanted to.”
“Okay, I’ll admit I knew Max was a douchebag, but the rest of the stuff…” I shrug. “I like helping people out, okay? I’ve been that weirdo with dreams before. Only, instead of a toilet paper quilt, mine was getting out of Hellville.” I sink down onto a barstool. “What if I move back there, and my soul is sucked lifeless, and I never leave? Because that’s what Hellville does to you. People who live there will always live there, and nothing exciting ever happens. I’ll probably die of boredom.”
“That’s not true.” Amusement glimmers in her eyes. “What about all those contests they have? I mean, come on. The annual Making a Dress out of Ribbons contest? That sounds like potential excitement. And the Shining Unicorn Collecting Cult? You could always join that. Didn’t you say they had their meetings at your mom’s house?”
“It’s the Shimmering Unicorn Collection Cult,” I correct her, biting back a grin. “And you know I’m too flaky to make a commitment to a cult.”
“Well, I’m sure they’re not really a cult,” she says. “Just a bunch of women who like unicorns.”
“I don’t know about that. They had these super exclusive meetings in my mom’s basement. They’d lock themselves down there for hours and come out with glitter all over their faces, smelling like frosting and looking high.”
Her eyes widen. “What?”
“True story.” I pull my behind off the barstool. “You can’t make this shit up, Soph. Weird stuff goes on in Fairville. And not weird, fun stuff, but unnaturally weird, what-the-hell-is-going-on, did-the-whole-town-get-high kind of stuff.”
“Okay, but still  … Look at the bright side: you’ll only be there for a month, two months tops. That’s all.” She drapes her free arm around me. “And if you don’t come back, I’ll personally drive out there and save you from the glitter snorting rainbow cult.”
“Promise?”
“Of course. And besides, we have to get together soon so we can start planning my wedding. As my Maid of Honor, I demand you be present.”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” I grab my purse and suitcase from off the couch, give it another pat good-bye, and then head for the door. “Good-bye, all,” I whisper as I close the door.
“Ready?” Sophie asks me as I join her in the hallway.
I shrug, sliding the bag over my shoulder. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
As we’re passing by Miss Finikey’s place, the door to her apartment opens.
“Finally giving up, huh?” Her tone is mocking and her grin is snide, but at least she’s got clothes on. “About damn time.”
“Oh, come on, Miss F., you know you’re going to miss your favorite neighbor.” I shoot her a smirk.
She rolls her eyes, but I swear I detect the faintest bit of sadness in her eyes. “As soon as you leave, I’m pulling out my party hat and kazoo.”
“Well, I’m going to miss you,” I tell her. “You were, like, the only person in this apartment who ever talked to me except for Mr. Maybether, but he just made crude remarks about my ass being as jiggley as Jell-O and to put a little bit more wiggle in it.”
When she says nothing, I sigh and turn to leave.
“Oh, my hell, wait a damn minute,” she says then ducks back into her apartment. When she returns, she’s carrying a record player and a small stack of records. She nearly drops both into my arms and steps back, dusting off her hands. “You were eyeballing it once when you stopped by. I was going to give them to you for Christmas. Figured I’d give them to you before you ended up stealing them. But since you won’t be here for Christmas, there you go.”
A few tears pool in my eyes. “Thanks, Miss F. This means a lot.”
She brushes me off. “Take care of yourself, Lexi,” she says then steps into her apartment and slams the door.
“Wow, she’s quite the character, isn’t she?” Sophie states as we make our way to the exit doors.
“Yeah, but in a good way.” A faint, sad smile touches my lips as we push through the doors and step outside. “I’m really going to miss her.”
Sophie looks at me like I’ve lost my damn mind, but I simply shrug. While Miss F. was mean as hell most of the time, deep down, she was a nice person and helped me out a lot.
After we cram the rest of my stuff into the back of the car, I give Flynn and Sophie a hug and climb into the car. As I’m pulling out onto the road, I roll down my window and stick my hand out to wave at her, pretending I’m a wannabe actress driving away to Hollywood.
“I’ll call you when I’m famous,” I shout out the window, “unless I forget all about you.”
Sophie just shakes her head. “Drive safely!” she shouts. “And keep two hands on the wheel!”
I roll up the window and do what she says. Then I steer the car toward the freeway, watching the city—my dream life—slip away from me.
 



Chapter 5
 
Four hours later, I’m parked on the side of the road, staring at a “Come Join Us On Saturday for Our Famous 80s-Themed Custard Pie Making Contest” banner on the side of the road. In fine print at the bottom, it reads, “Don’t miss the party of the year! With live entertainment by Fairville’s very own the Skip and Flips.” And at the very, very bottom of the banner is a series of drawings: a smiley face, a slice of pie, a dog, a party hat, a polka-dot dress, and what looks like a large, hairy man eating a fork and giving a thumbs up.
I grip the steering wheel, trying to mentally talk my foot into pushing the gas pedal so I can get this over with. A half a mile and I’ll officially be back in my hometown. Only a half a mile and I’ll be back to the place where every memory—good and bad—ever happened … and where every single person remembers each one.
Five more minutes drift by before someone drives past me, honking their horn.
“If you get to the fairgrounds soon, you’ll be able to catch the last part of the contest, Lexi!” a woman hollers out her window at me. “Welcome home!”
Great. My car’s already been recognized.
Blowing out a stressed breath, I send my mom a message that I’m just pulling into town then drive down the road. I have no plans of going to the pie-baking contest. I’m heading straight to my parents’ house so I can unpack and start looking for jobs.
The plan is to find one, preferably one that doesn’t involve socializing with the public, and begin saving up. I’ll continue applying for jobs in the city, commuting for interviews when I have to. Hopefully, within a month or two, I’ll have a stash of cash saved, a job lined up, and be on my way back to Denver.
Ten minutes later, I’m parked in the driveway of the two-story home I grew up in. It still looks exactly the same: blue shutters match the door, a wraparound porch, and flowers line the walkway. But my mom’s gnome collection is gone.
“That’s weird.” I hop out of the car.
My mom loves those gnomes as much as she loves me. I’m not kidding. She used to spend at least an hour every day out in the garden, rearranging them to keep them out of the sunlight and sprinklers as much as possible. A few times, I even caught her talking to them, although to this day she denies it.
“Mom, did Dad finally make you get rid of the gnomes?” I call out as I enter the house through the back door. I instantly notice confetti and yarn all over the floor, and I hear a loud bang from the kitchen. “Or did you just finally decide they were creepy, little things—oh, my God!” I shriek at the sight of a man and a woman going at it on a counter covered in confetti.
The man has on a party hat along with an apron, and the woman is naked and holding a large, wooden spoon. When they spot me, they both scramble away from each other in a panic.
“Who the hell are you?” the man shouts as he frantically ducks behind the counter.
“Lexi!” I slap my hand over my eyes, spin around, and run for the door, but I end up crashing into the wall and bashing my forehead hard. “Dammit! That’s going to leave a mark!”
“Lexi Ashford, is that you?” the woman says, and I recognize the voice as Mrs. Timpler, one of my mom’s unicorn cult friends.
I nod, keeping my hand over my eyes. “Hey, Mrs. Timpler … Um, where are my parents?”
“Probably at the fairgrounds for the contest,” she says. “Your mom’s competing this year.”
“That’s cool.” I feel awkward as hell. “But why are you … Well … um … having sex in her kitchen?”
“Her kitchen?” Puzzlement rings in her voice. “Oh, she must not have told you.”
I keep my hand firmly over my eyes. “Told me what?”
“They sold the house to us a couple of months ago,” she explains.
What! “Why didn’t they tell me?”
She hesitates. “They must have been worried it’d upset you.”
I’m not sure what to say. While I’m not a fan of Fairville, it makes me sad that the house that holds most of my memories from when I was younger isn’t part of my family anymore.
“Why’d they sell it?” I ask quietly.
“Oh, I don’t know.” She touches my shoulders. I think she’s going to give me a hug. My heart just about shits a brick, because, hello, she’s butt-ass naked. But instead, she pushes me in the direction of the back door. “You should probably go to the fairgrounds and ask them yourself. I’m sure they can explain it better than I can.” Then she opens the door and shoves me outside. “It was so nice seeing you again, Lexi. Make sure to stop by so we can talk more. Just make sure to knock next time. Doug and I like to spend our afternoons trying out new role-playing if you get what I mean. And right now is birthday fantasy week.”
Unsure how to respond, I just stand there with my eyes covered.
“It’s so great you’re home.” Her voice is upbeat, friendly, like I didn’t just walk in on her and her husband going at it.
Only when she shuts the door do I dare remove my hand from my eyes. Feeling a little dazed and in desperate need of a shower, I text my mom again. When she doesn’t respond, I give my dad ring, but he doesn’t answer, either.
Since I have no idea where they’re living, I have only one option.
I sigh. “Looks like I’m going straight into the fire pit of hell.”
 



Chapter 6
 
I didn’t prepare myself enough for this. Being a city girl and all, I thought I’d be able to stick up my nose and hold my head high. But, as I stand in the middle of the crowd, which is decked out in leg warmers, neon colors, fluffed hair, bright makeup, and not to mention spandex—spandex everywhere—all I want to do is go old school, Lexi-style, and tug the hood of my jacket over my head and hunker down.
I keep my head low as I search around for my dad. The Doo-Wop’s version of “Ordinary World” by Duran Duran hits my ears as the lovely scent of pie engulfs my nostrils.
“Lexi Ashford? Oh, my word, is that you?” Carrie Lynn, an extremely peppy girl I went to school with, blindsides me. “My word. Little Lexi T-rexi grew up.” She pinches the bottom of my hoodie as she eyes my holey jeans and unlaced boots. “Is the grunge look a city thing? I always remembered you being more … well, clueless in the fashion department.” She laughs at herself. “Remember those big glasses you used to wear that made your eyes look three times their size? And that ratty shirt you had with the horse on it that you wouldn’t get rid of, even when we purposely ripped it? Oh, my God, that thing was so hideous.”
This, coming from the girl standing in front of me, rocking poufy, blonde hair; baby blue eyes shadow; and alarmingly pink blush.
“Thank God we finally stole it from your gym locker and cut it up so no one had to look at it anymore.” She says it like she did me a favor.
“Yeah, I remember. I had to wear my sweaty gym clothes for the rest of the day.” My lip twitches. “And it wasn’t a horse. It was a kangaroo. And it wasn’t that bad of a shirt. It was just different.”
She makes a pft sound, waving me off. “Kangaroo, horse. What’s the difference?”
“Oh, I don’t know. How about the fact that one has four legs, a mane, and hooves, while the other has a pouch?” Before she can reply, I wave at her and start to walk away. “It was great talking to you, Carrie Lynn. Maybe I’ll see you around.”
“Wait. How long are you going to be here?” she shouts after me. “Lexi? Did you hear me? Did you move back? I’m having a bachelorette party tomorrow! You should come!”
Ignoring her, I push my way deeper into the crowd, getting stopped every other second by someone who knew Lexi T-rexi. By the time I get to the stage area where the contest is taking place, I’m socially exhausted and ready to get as far away from this tent as I possibly can.
Once I make it to the front of the mob, I spot my dad on stage, wearing a leather vest and ridiculously tight pants, cheering on my mom.
When he sees me, he gives me two thumbs up. “Lexi, you made it!”
And just like that, the entire crowd is staring at me.
“Lexi Ashford?”
“Lexi T-rexi, is that you?”
“Lexi, you’re back!”
“Lexi Ashford, I can’t believe it.”
“Man, you’ve changed. Hasn’t she changed?”
“You look weird.”
“What happened to you?”
“Oh, my God, it’s the kangaroo shirt girl.”
Oh, my God, just kill me now.
“I’ll be down when this is over, honey!” my dad calls out from the stage.
“I’ll wait in my car,” I shout back then head out.
I want to add a “peace out, bitches,” but instead, I just bolt for the exit, freaking out.
When I make it outside, I run around to the side of the tent and slump against the side.
Letting my head fall forward, I take a few measured breaths. “Just chill out,” I tell myself. “You’re not Lexi T-rexi anymore. You’re just Lexi who graduated college and lived in the city for eight years.”
A pair of dark boots suddenly appears in my line of vision. “I thought I heard a rumor you were back.”
“God, I forgot how fast gossip spreads around here …” As I lift my head, I trail off.
Anders Mackay, the guy I was secretly in love with all during high school, is standing in front of me. He’s a couple of years older than me, and back in the day, he was the star athlete of almost every team. He was also popular and way out of my league. And not just because I was unpopular. Back then, I sucked at talking to guys. Every time I came close to striking up a conversation with him, I ended up sounding like Yoda.
He’s still completely hot, even if he is rocking acid-washed, parachute pants. His shoulders are broad, his arms muscular, and his blond hair is styled in an intentionally messy way.
“You can’t blame them for getting this excited,” he says to me with a hint of playfulness in his tone. “It’s not every day we get a visit from city folk.” He does the crappiest impression of a hillbilly voice at the end, but it makes me laugh.
“I’m not visiting,” I admit and mentally fist bump myself for not scrambling up my sentences. “I moved back.”
He seems surprised. “Really?”
I nod, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “For a month or two, anyway.”
“That’s cool. I’m sure your parents are happy about it.” He pauses, studying me closely. “You don’t seem that happy about it, though.”
“I’m not. I loved living in the city. There was always so much to do. Even at two o’clock in the morning, there’s all sorts of wild stuff going on. Here … Well, the only thing you really can do at two o’clock in the morning is streak down Main Street.” I flash him a smirk.
“Hey, I only did that one time on a dare.” He grins. “And you’re wrong.”
“About what?”
“About nothing to do at two o’clock in the morning.”
“What? Did Fairville finally upgrade and get a club or something?” I say, joking.
“We actually did.” He winks at me. “It’s all the rage right now.”
“I bet it is,” I say, giving him a come-on-and-be-serious look. “The only way a club would ever open here is if the no-loud-music-after-nine-o’clock ban was lifted. And that’ll never happen.”
“It did happen, about a year ago, after Benny left the town committee. Things kind of lightened up after that. They’ve even toned down on all the contests and fairs.”
I scrunch up my nose at the tent behind me. “Clearly, not enough of them.”
“We wouldn’t be Fairville if we didn’t have some contests.” His smile is contagious.
I find myself grinning in spite of the fact that I have a clear view of Carrie Lynn, standing just a ways away, waving at me like a lunatic. She gives me a thumbs up and mouths, I’ll wait until you’re done.
“I know you’re probably too cool for all of this stuff now,” Anders continues, “but deep down, I remember the old Lexi who used to run around, dressed up as a piece of cherry pie, handing out flyers for this very event.”
“Hey, I did that for the cash, not to show town spirit or anything like that,” I tell him lightly. “I was saving up so I could get the hell out of here right after graduation.”
“Yeah, I remember.” He stuffs his hands into his pockets. “You didn’t even stick around for any of the parties.”
“I really wasn’t a party girl back then.”
“But you are now?”
I decide to go bold on this one, take a risk. It’s not like I have anything left to lose. “I don’t know. I guess you’ll have to find out for yourself, won’t you?”
When he remains silent, I worry I might have crossed a line. Maybe he has a girlfriend. Fuck, maybe he’s married.
I subtly glance down at his finger. Please don’t have a ring on. His ring finger is bare, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t seeing someone.
“I guess I will,” he finally says in a flirtatious tone.
Thank the heavens and fate!
Hmmm … Maybe being back here won’t be all bad. Of course, going out with Anders would be breaking my rule of no dating hot guys, only average-Joe weirdoes.
“I’m glad you’re back,” he says. “I wanted to know you more in high school, but you always seemed to run in the other direction whenever I tried to talk to you.”
“Really?” I’m not about to believe he wanted to get to know the dorky girl in the kangaroo shirt, the girl who used to rock a lot of mismatched sneakers, side ponytails, and over-sized plaid shirts.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he teases. “I wasn’t as shallow as everyone thought.”
“You barely said two words to me in high school.”
“So did you to me.”
“Yeah, but I was shy.”
“So was I.”
I bite on my lip, fighting back a smile. “Okay, you went a little too far with the shy part. I maybe would’ve bought that you just didn’t know what to say to me, but you weren’t shy. You were Mr. High School Fairville Star, for God’s sake.”
I can’t help laughing at the memory of that silly high school pageant where dudes dressed up and paraded around on stage, performing their talents in hopes of winning a trophy like beauty queen pageants.
He points a finger at me. “Hey, my girlfriend made me enter that.”
“Sure she did.” I playfully bump my shoulder against his so he knows I’m kidding.
He shakes his head, but he’s grinning. “Hey, maybe we could—”
“I’m supposed to tell you that you need to be up onstage to pick a winner in ten,” a guy suddenly appears out of nowhere.
When I glance at him, my eyes pop wide. “Sexy Stranger?” Shit. I didn’t mean to say that out loud!
His lips pull to a cocky half-smile, but before he can open his mouth, I cut him off.
“What are you doing here?” I ask, crossing my arms.
His gaze briefly flicks to Anders then lands back on me. “Maybe I should be asking you the same thing.” Amusement dances in his eyes.
“I live here,” I tell him. “Or, well, I used to. But I just moved back … only for a little while. Then I’m going back to the city… hopefully sooner rather than later. That is, unless my soul gets sucked dry by a unicorn cult.”
Insert birds and crickets chirping with blank stares.
“Sorry, inside joke.” I mentally roll my eyes at myself. “Okay, now you go.”
“You want to know why I’m here?” Sexy Stranger seems even more amused.
I nod. Why is this question so hard for him to answer?
Instead of answering, he stares at me, as if waiting for me to figure it out all on my own.
“Lexi, this is my brother Evan.” Anders gives his brother a pat on the shoulder while aiming a pressing catch-the-fuck-on look at me. “You went to school with him. You guys were even in the same grade.”
This should be where I get an ah-ha! moment, but nope, nothing. No recognition click. No, oh-yeah-I-remember-you-from-that-one-class. I have no idea how that’s possible and not just because this Evan dude is hot as hell. I thought I knew everyone who lived here, but apparently not.
Rather than admitting that and looking like a douchebag, I fake it. “Oh, yeah, duh. Evan. Your brother.” I slam the heel of my hand to my forehead. “I can’t believe I forgot you two were brothers. Sorry. Ditz move.”
Anders totally buys my bullshit, grinning as he gives his brother’s shoulder a little shake. Evan, on the other hand, reads right through my shit and stares me down hard. I swear to God, he doesn’t even blink. It’s freakin’ unnatural and makes me so uncomfortable I actually contemplate rolling under the tent to hide.
The tension shatters when Anders claps his hands together. “All right, I have to go eat some pie.” He glances at me. “You’re not taking off yet, are you?”
I want to, but since my dad hasn’t come out yet, I can’t. “Not yet.”
“Good.” He backs toward the entrance of the tent. “I want to get your number before you take off. My phone isn’t on me, but I can get it out of my car afterward.”
Smiling, I watch him walk back into the tent, shamelessly checking out his ass. Normally, this is when I’d do my heck-to-the-yeah dance, but I decide to refrain and spare Evan the pain of having to witness it.
“So, Anders is your brother, huh?” I say to Evan after a beat or two of silence goes by. “No wonder I thought I recognized you when I bumped into you in the city. You took off so fast I didn’t get a chance to put two and two together.”
Evan relaxes a bit. “Yeah, sorry about that. Trevor’s kind of a handful. He’s a cool kid and everything, but he can be intense.”
“Yeah, I bet.” I glance at Carrie Lynn who is still gawking at me with a big smile on her face, then force myself to keep the conversation going, knowing the moment I stop talking, she’ll bombard me. “Where is the Spawn of Satan, anyway?”
Evan shrugs. “Probably with his mom.”
“Is she here? Should I be worried I’m about to be attacked by a public artist again?” I half joke, but I am a bit worried. I really like the pants I’m wearing.
He chuckles, and I decide I like his laugh. It’s deep and husky and lights up his eyes. “No, Kat lives in the city. And the Spawn of Satan lives with her, so your pants aren’t in danger.” I must look confused because he adds, “I saw you glance down at them when you thought he was here.”
“They’re my favorite,” I admit. “They make my butt look fantastic.”
He smashes his lips together, his gaze wandering downward. I consider turning around and busting out my best Beyoncé move, but decide that might be too much for a guy I just met.
“Do you live in the city, too?” I assume he does, since his kid lives there. It makes sense, too, since he’s the only other person here, besides me, who isn’t rockin’ bitchin’ 80s attire. “I’m so jealous. I’ve only been away for four hours, and I already miss it.”
His brows knit. “No … I live here.”
He must be divorced then. Or he never married the mom of his child.
“Oh, so you were just out there to see Trevor. Got it.”
Confusion laces his expression, but then something clicks. “Trevor’s my nephew, Lex. His mom is my older sister. I drive into the city sometimes to do stuff for my business, and she always ropes me in to babysitting. You’d think I’d learn my lesson and tell her no, but”—he shrugs—“I’ve always been a pushover.”
The fact that he called me Lex throws me off. Only people I’m close to call me that. Maybe it was just a coincidence, or maybe I really do know him and I am just too ditzy to place him.
I rack my brain for someone I went to high school with who was known as a pushover, like Evan said he is. All that comes to mind, though, is Toby, Beg Like a Dog, Shoby. He got the nickname when he got down on his hands and knees and begged like a dog in front of the entire school, all so a girl would go out with him. A little strange, especially when they were dating and the girl would randomly command him to do strange things. Toby bark. Toby sit. Toby lick my feet and tell me I’m pretty. The two of them dated all through high school, and I heard they got married a couple of years ago and now own a pet store downtown.
“You still have no clue who I am.” Evan’s voice breaks through my thoughts.
“I …” I feel like an asshole. “I’m so sorry. I wish I did, but I can’t figure it out. I didn’t really hang out with the popular kids, so I’m guessing you did, and maybe that’s why. Please, don’t hate me.”
He assesses me until a speaker to our right buzzes, and a voice comes on to announce that the pie contest results are in.
“Gather around, everyone,” the man says. “It’s time to get this shindig started and get high on some pie.”
“I wasn’t popular, not even close.” Evan heads for the entrance of the tent. “And I don’t hate you, not at all.”
The way he says it, as if we shared some sort of connection, drives me absolutely mad, I tell you! Come on, Lexi; figure it out!
“I’ll figure this out, Sexy Stranger,” I say. “I’m starting an investigation as soon as I get home, and let me tell you; I’m like freakin’ Veronica Mars, dude.”
He chuckles, shaking his head before ducking into the tent.
I stroll away, smiling and vowing to myself that I’ll figure this mystery out.
 



Chapter 7
 
I make it a whole ten feet from the tent before Carrie Lynn darts toward me, flailing her arms in the air.
“Lexi! Yoo-hoo! I need to talk to you.”
I flip a U-turn and scramble in the opposite direction.
“Lexi Ashford, are you running away from me?” A high-pitched laugh mixed with a squeal bursts from her lips. “You’re so funny! I forgot how funny you are.”
I veer right, swinging around to the back of the tent, quickening my pace to a sprint. I push past a few people who say my name and ask what I’m doing, but I just wave at them as I round the tent, coming up on the other side. When I’ve almost done a full circle, I sprint like hell for the parking lot.
I parked at the very back, which leaves rows and rows of cars to hide me. I stuff my hands into my pocket to dig my keys out, but I can’t find them. So, I search my jacket pockets and pat my back pockets, but nope. No keys.
I look through the car window, and sure enough, there they are, hanging from the ignition. I cast a glance around the parking lot, searching for a head of teased, blonde hair.
When I don’t spot it anywhere, I relax a smidgeon and think of a game plan. Pick the lock? Sure, I’ll get right on that. I could go ask my dad if he by chance has my spare key in his car, but that means going back to the tent. The sunroof is halfway open, but the gap is a little on the small side. I could just stand here. I mean, it’s a warm day and everyone has migrated to the tent.
“Hey, Lexi. Carrie Lynn’s looking for you,” Davis, Carrie Lynn’s younger brother, approaches my car with his hands tucked in the pockets of his jeans.
“Oh, is she?” I play dumb. “I actually have to take off. I have a couple of things to do.” I prop my boot on the tire and hoist myself onto the hood of the car. Scaling up the window, I sit down on the roof and dangle my legs through the sunroof. It’s a snug fit, and my ass gets stuck.
“Do you need some help?” Davis asks, restraining a laugh.
“Nope. I got it.” Suck it in. Suck it in. I hop up and down, trapping my breath in my chest as I shimmy my hips—
I slip through and my foot slips off the console. I fall backward, kicking the horn and banging my head on the backseat. I hurry and sit up, smoothing my hair into place.
“Are you okay?” Davis peers through the window at me.
I clumsily climb into the driver’s seat. “Yep! Just great.” I roll down the window. “Davis, as one fellow nerd to another, can you do me a solid?”
He arches a brow at me, eyeing me over with distrust. “Since when am I a nerd?”
“Remember when you used to wear those goggles to school … You know what, never mind. Just please don’t tell your sister where I am. It would really mean a lot to me.”
He contemplates my offer, rubbing his jawline. “I might keep my mouth shut if you give me something in return.”
Oh, I so don’t like the wicked tone of his voice. Why do I have a feeling this is about to get a little dirty?
I smile sweetly. “Just as long as that something doesn’t contain the words blow, kiss, suck, rub, or touch.” When he pulls a guilty face, I point a finger at him. “Yeah, I know how your mind works. I remember that little stunt in the cafeteria you pulled with frosting and saran wrap.”
“It was never proven that I was involved with that.”
“Yeah, because your dad’s the sheriff.”
“Fine. Whatever. Give me ten bucks, and I’ll tell Carrie Lynn you left.”
When I dig out ten bucks in one dollar bills and change and hand it to him, his face pinches in disgust.
“Hey, I’m broke, okay?” I point out. “Why do you think I moved back here?”
“I’m glad to see you haven’t changed.” He rolls his eyes and strolls away, stuffing the change into his pocket.
“Hey! I’ve changed!” I yell after him, but he just keeps on truckin’.
After I roll up my window, I hunker down in my seat and spend the next hour hiding from an ex-cheerleader who used to cut up my clothes for fun, all while getting straight As, being homecoming queen, and baking cupcakes for every bake sale.
Yep, I’m pretty sure I just hit rock bottom.
 



Chapter 8
 
Nope. I was wrong, this is rock bottom, I think to myself as I look around the loft my parents live in now.
The maybe thousand square-foot space consists of a bed, a dresser, a fridge, an oven, and a roll-in closet. There’s a door in the corner, which I’m hoping is the bathroom. But I’m kind of worried it might not be and that the shed I saw outside that my dad told me to ignore is really an outhouse, and he just didn’t want to break the news to me.
“I know it’s not big,” my mom says, her first place ribbon still pinned proudly to her side-tied shirt. “But once the lights are off, it doesn’t seem as small.”
“That’s what he said.” I heave a sigh, setting my bag down on the floor. Man, I’m making dirty jokes with my parents. I must be losing my damn marbles.
My dad snorts a laugh and high-fives me while my mom gapes at me in confusion.
“I don’t get it,” she mumbles with her forehead scrunched.
“It’s a dirty joke, hon,” my dad explains as he sets down a couple of my boxes he carried in.
It takes a second, and then her lips form an O. “Oh, I get it. It’s an innuendo for a small penis.” She pats my back. “Sweetie, I hate to break this to you, but even with the lights off, a small penis is still a small penis.” She waggles her brows at my dad. “Of course, I wouldn’t know anything about that.”
“And on that note.” I make a beeline for the bathroom, slip inside, and shut the door.
“Hon, you know you can’t say things like penis around her,” my dad says to my mom from the other side of the door. “Remember when you were trying to give her the sex talk? She nearly cried for over an hour.”
I bang my head against the door.
“She’s too sensitive,” my mom loudly whispers. “Always has been.”
Too sensitive? Her sex talk consisted of her using a zucchini and a balloon to demonstrate how to put on a condom, a lesson she picked up while subbing for my high school health teacher.
When I asked why we were using a balloon instead of a condom, my mom explained, “Your dad and I went roller skating last night, and he wore those short, orange shorts. I couldn’t keep my hands off him, and we ended up using all the condoms.”
“She needs to get over this,” my mom continues. “She’s twenty-six years old. Penises shouldn’t freak her out anymore. I’m sure she’s seen her fair share of them by now.”
“I hope not.” My dad sounds appalled. “I hate the idea of my daughter sleeping around.”
“It’s perfectly for a woman her age to explore her body,” my mom says.
“Um, hello, I can hear everything you’re saying,” I say to them through the door.
“That’s nice, honey,” my mom replies. “It’s good your hearing’s so great.”
Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale.
Once I’ve hit a state of Zen where nothing can get to me, not even my parents discussing my sex life and my phobia of the word penis, I turn around to head for the toilet—
“Holy shit!” I let out a blood-curdling scream as I come face-to-face with hundreds of garden gnomes lining the walls, the counter, the back of the toilet, the shower.
“Lexi, are you okay?” My dad barges into the bathroom like he’s a freakin’ superhero ready to save the day.
“Gnomes,” I manage to get out, pressing my hand over my racing heart.
My dad promptly chillaxes. “Yeah, your mom couldn’t bring herself to get rid of them when we moved, but since we don’t have a good enough yard to put them in…” He gestures at the gnomes. “Your mom thought it’d be better if we put them in here.”
“What am I supposed to do when I have to pee?”
“Sit down on the toilet,” he jokes, laughing at himself. “Lexi, I thought we potty-trained you a long time ago.”
“Hardy, har, har,” I reply dryly. “Seriously, Dad. I don’t think I can pee with these things watching me.”
“Why? Are you gun shy?”
“No, they just freak me out.”
“Oh, yeah. I forgot you have gnomophobia.”
“I don’t have gnomophobia, Dad. It just feels like the ugly, little critters are watching me.”
“Well, then pee with your eyes closed,” he suggests, throwing me a grin before walking out of the bathroom.
Sighing, I lift the toilet lid. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s a natural, human thing.” I glare at the gnome perched on the back of the toilet and end up having to turn it around before I can sit down and do my business.
“All right, can I just make a quick suggestion?” I announce as I stroll out of the bathroom. “Can we please put those gnomes in the shed …?” I slow to a stop.
Carrie Lynn is babbling to my mom by the front door, clutching a large, pink bag in her hand. She’s changed out of her 80s clothes and is now decked out in a pale pink dress, matching heels, and pearls, looking one step away from becoming a Stepford Wife.
“Did she see me?” I whisper to my dad. “Do I still have time to hide?”
My dad barks a laugh then decides to go traitor on me. “Here she is, Carrie Lynn.”
“Traitor,” I hiss as Carrie Lynn spots me and smiles.
“You need to make friends while you’re here,” he whispers. “Otherwise, you’ll just end up hanging out with your mom and me every night, and we need our alone time sometimes”—he winks at me—“if you know what I mean.”
I just shake my head. “Unfortunately, Dad, I do. I always do.”
“I’m so glad I found you.” Carrie Lynn urges me to take the bag. “I brought you this.”
“Thanks.” I warily take the bag from her and peer inside to find a travel-sized bottle of shampoo, a glittery plastic tiara, a feather boa … Oh, a cookie! Yum.
“It’s an official invitation to my bachelorette party tomorrow.” She ravels her pearls around her finger. “I already gave your mom a wedding invitation about a month ago, but you’re welcome to come to that, too. In fact, you have to. It’s going to be the party of the year.”
“I’m sure it is. “ I plaster on a smile. “Thanks for the invitation, but I’m not sure I can make it. I have a lot of stuff to unpack.”
“Oh, honey, I hate to break it to you, but most of your stuff is going to have to stay in boxes, and we’re probably going to have to see if someone will let us store them in their garage.” My mom frowns as she glances around the loft. “There’s just not enough space in here for everything.”
“What about the shed outside?” I ask. “I could put most of the boxes in there.”
“There’s no room in the shed,” my dad sputters, looking horrified. When I give him a suspicious look, he shrugs. “Plus, it’s locked and I lost the key. Whoopsie.”
“What are you hiding in that shed?” I elevate my brows. “A dead body or something?”
“Stay out of the shed,” he warns. “I have to check on the store. The grand opening is next week, and we still have a ton of stuff to do.”
“How can you have a grand opening for a store that’s been open for almost thirty years?” I ask as he collects a set of keys from off the counter and heads for the front door.
“Oh, they closed that, like, six months ago,” Carrie Lynn answers for him. “They’re turning it into a bakery, which I so can’t wait for. Cakes beat books any day.”
“That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard you say,” I tell her then fist pump the air. “Brain power beats cupcakes all the way, baby.”
She fakes an off-pitch laugh that sounds like a hyena. “Oh, my God, I forgot how funny you are. Seriously. You so have to come to my party and entertain us.”
I wasn’t trying to be funny, but okay. “I wish I could, but like I said, I have lots and lots of stuff to do.” I shrug, like what are you gonna do? “If you want entertainment, I do know a male stripper who might be willing to drive down here for the weekend. I have to warn you, though, he’s a little well-aged. But he does have some great squatting skills.”
Carrie Lynn’s eyes practically bulge out of the sockets. “Oh … I don’t think we’ll need any strippers, but thanks for the offer.”
“Lexi, I’m sure you can unpack next week,” my mom interrupts, opening up the fridge. “You should go to the party. Have some fun for once in your life.”
“Mom, I promise I have tons of fun all the time. Last weekend, I partied way too hard and then went out with a friend and did all these crazy tasks on her list,” I say, which is technically the truth.
Last week, I spent Saturday night with Miss F. getting high, and then we walked around and did stuff on her errand list while eating a bunch of cheese and wearing paper crowns we made.
“And I’ve been jobless for almost a month now. I need to get out and find a job, not go to a party.”
My mom grabs a bottle of pinkish-looking goo and bumps the fridge shut with her hip. “Okay, I was trying to be nice about this, but we’re having people sleeping over tomorrow night, and I’d really appreciate it if you weren’t here.”
I gape at her. “You have people sleeping over?”
“Yeah, for my wildcat party.” She unscrews the cap off the bottle of goo.
“Is wildcat code for orgy?” I question with skepticism.
She shakes her head in all seriousness. “No, it’s the annual wildcat fundraiser party.” She nods her head toward a pile of flyers stacked on the bed.
I grab one and read it. “Annual Wildcat fundraiser. Come join the yarn fun. Spend all night working until your body aches then join us for waffles in the morning.” Still sounds kind of like an orgy to me, but whatever.
“This year, we’re making scarves, and we’re going to raffle them off at the bake sale next Friday.” She dips her finger into the bottle, digs out a blob of goo, and tastes it before wiping it on her cheek. “I’d invite you to come, but I know how much you hate sewing and wildcats.”
“I don’t hate wildcats,” I protest. “Why would you think that?”
“Hmmm … Maybe I was thinking of wild turkeys,” she replies with her head slanted to the side. “It was wild something …”
“See, now you have an excuse to come to my party,” Carrie Lynn interrupts, startling me.
Jesus. I forgot she was standing there.
“Um …” Before I can come up with another excuse, she starts blabbing off the details.
“And make sure to bring a change of clothes,” she presses. “We’ll be spending the night in Vegas and who knows what kind of trouble we’ll get into.”
I perk up slightly. “Wait … Your party’s in Vegas?”
She bobs her head up and down. “It’s only about a six hour drive, so we’re carpooling there.” She lets out an ear-splitting squeal then throws her arms around me. “I’m so excited you’re coming. I can’t wait to tell the girls.”
I awkwardly pat her back. “Yeah … me, too…”
She pulls away, bouncing with energy, as she skips toward the door. “And make sure to bring your favorite wine coolers.” Her excitement goes up a thousand notches. “We have a driver, so we’re going to get wasted on the drive there.”
Wine coolers? Yeah, that’ll work if by wine coolers she means tequila shots.
“This is going to be so much fun. Just no hard alcohol, okay. We don’t want to get too crazy.” She whisks out the door, wiggling her fingers at me.
“You know, I never would’ve thought it was possible, but I think she got even more peppy than when she was a cheerleader,” I say to Mom after Carrie Lynn leaves the loft.
“She seems nice, though.” My mom continues to wipe the goo all over her face, smearing it over her cheeks and eyelids.
“Mom, what is that?”
“It’s a face mask. It’s supposed to give my skin a glittery glow and make me look fifty years younger.”
“You’re only fifty, Mom, so how can you look fifty years younger?” I point out, leaning against the counter. “And it looks like Ghostbusters slime. Where’d you even get it?”
“This lovely young man was going door to door, selling it out of his van.” She eyeballs the bottle. “It does kind of look like the slime, doesn’t it?” She smiles and then breaks out into an off-key version of the movie’s theme song as she continues to lather goo all over her face.
I sit down on the edge of their bed and dig the invitation out of the bag. Despite the heavy amounts of glitter on it—seriously, it looks like a faerie pooped on it—I decide the party might not be too bad. I’ll be back by Sunday and can unpack then start looking for a job first thing Monday morning. Half the stores in the town aren’t open on weekends, anyway.
And Vegas sounds fun. What could possibly go wrong?
 



Chapter 9
 
That night, while sleeping in a sleeping bag on the floor of my parents’ loft, I dream of sexy strangers with green eyes, dinging slot machines, clouds that rain glitter, crazy-ass zombie gnomes eating my flesh, and baby marshmallow men sprouting from my mom’s zero day old skin. By the time I wake up, I’ve vowed to throw away my mom’s face cream and to start my investigation on Evan Mackay.
The next morning, before I head off to Carrie Lynn’s, I circle some potential jobs in the newspaper and then ask my mom if she still has any of my old yearbooks.
“I think I kept a couple.” She tears her attention away from color coordinating her yawn just long enough to point over at the kitchen. “Check the top drawer by the fridge.”
I dig through the drawer filled with random junk until I find my sophomore yearbook and fan through the pages until I find where Evan Mackay’s photo should be, but he was MIA for picture day. I check the clubs and the index, but nope. Nothing.
“The dude’s a ghost,” I mutter, shutting the book.
My mom starts humming the Ghostbusters theme again. “That reminds me. I need to put on my mask.”
Not wanting to hear her chew my butt off because I threw the mask away the moment I woke up, I grab my bag and bolt out the door, even though it’s early. I have to make a quick stop by Mrs. Timpler’s, anyway, because she’s letting me store my stuff in her garage.
It takes me a total of three minutes to drive there and two more minutes to pile my stuff into the corner of the garage.
“That’s all your stuff?” Mrs. Timpler questions, eyeing over my boxes and bags.
“I’m a minimalist,” I lie.
The truth is I suck with money and planning my future. I’ve just never thought about it that much until recently. I’m a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants sort of gal, and while it’s been a fun ride, it’s depressing seeing your life crammed in a total of six boxes and two bags.
“Thanks for letting me keep it here.” I wave to Mrs. Timpler as I open my car door.
“It’s no problem at all.” She wanders toward my car as the garage door closes. “I owe your mom, anyway, for all that confetti I’ve borrowed over the years.”
I smile, even though I have no clue what she’s talking about, and I really don’t want to, considering I’ve seen what she does with confetti. Then I get into my car and drive toward Carrie Lynn’s.
Since I’m still early, I stop by the grocery store to buy a bottle of tequila. After getting into a very uncomfortable conversation with one of my teachers about what I’m doing with my life, I end up arriving ten minutes late, which is apparently the end of the world in peppy ex-cheerleader land.
“There you are!” She jogs down the gravel driveway toward me as I climb out of my car. “We were getting worried about you! I even called your mom since I don’t have your phone number, but she told me not to worry, because you’re always late.” She places her hands on her hips. “I hate to be a thorn in the behind, but we have a tight schedule to follow, so I’d appreciate it if you could leave the tardiness here in the driveway.”
“Got it.” I pantomime dropping something in the driveway, but the gesture goes over her head. I grab my bag then bump the car door shut. “Quick question, though. Isn’t Vegas supposed to be, I don’t know, a place to let go and be crazy? Do whatever the hell you want? Be carefree? Not follow a schedule?”
She shakes her head. “Being carefree is for hippies and those girls who wear those sweatpants that say things like ‘juicy’ and ‘sexy’ on the rear end.”
I glance at the sweatpants she’s wearing that are decorated with ‘Bride to Be’ on the behind, but she simply shrugs.
“Okay, so we have one car we’re taking.” She rounds the back of the biggest SUV I have ever seen. “And this is our driver, Evan.” She gestures at the guy piling bags into the back of the car.
Evan? Sexy Stranger is the driver?
“I’m not your driver, Carrie Lynn.” Evan tosses a bag into the back of the SUV. “I’m just doing your fiancé a favor.”
“Because you’re too nice.” Emersyn Mackay, Ander’s younger sister, and I guess Evan’s, too, drapes her arm around Evan. “But I’m glad you’re going, big bro. God knows what’d happen to me if I went alone with them. I’d probably come back with hair twice the size of my head and addicted to lollipops and bubblegum.”
“What do you mean by that?” Carrie Lynn pops a bubble. “Because it feels like you mean something.”
Emersyn grins wickedly, but doesn’t say anything.
Shaking her head, Carrie Lynn faces me. “Do you know Emersyn? If you don’t, you really should. I think you two will get along great. You have the same odd sense of humor.”
I glance at Emersyn, dressed in black jeans, boots, and a plaid shirt, no glitter or sparkles in sight. “I could maybe see that happening.”
Emersyn skims me over with doubt. “I don’t know. That’s some awfully sparkly eyeshadow you’re wearing.”
I instinctively touch the corner of my eye. “Hey, it’s black.”
“It looks like it’s shimmering,” she says with insinuation.
“It’s just the sunlight,” I lie. The color is called shimmering midnight, but she doesn’t need to know that. “And what about you?”
She looks taken aback. “I don’t have anything glittery, shimmering, sparkling, or twinkling on me. I know that for a fact.”
I give a pressing glance at her clunky boots.
When she tracks my gaze, her eyes narrow. “Dammit, Carrie Lynn, why do you have to put glitter on everything?”
“I didn’t mean to put it on your shoes,” Carrie Lynn protests. “It must’ve leaked out of one of the suitcases.”
Emersyn, Evan, and I stare at a trail of glitter that goes from the bumper to the inside of the SUV where the suitcases are piled. Then Evan reaches in and lifts up a bright pink bag with hearts on it. Glitter leaks from the bottom and floats to the floor.
“Darn it, the bin must’ve leaked,” Carrie Lynn says as she sends a text. “I’ll be right back. Stacey’s having a shoe crisis. Too many shoes, not enough bags.”
Once she’s in the house, I turn to Emersyn and Evan. “Anyone else worried about the bin of glitter she’s bringing?”
“Not as worried as I am about this schedule she has planned.” Emersyn pulls a repulsed face at the glitter. “And how the glitter fits in it.” She lets her head fall back and stares at the sky. “God, I hope we aren’t doing arts and crafts.”
“Me, neither,” I agree. “Unless I’m high. I get really creative when I’m high.”
Emersyn’s lips tug into a tiny smile. “You do that a lot?
I give a half shrug. “Nah. Not too much. Just whenever I hang out with Miss F.”
Her brows drip. “Who’s Miss F?”
“My cranky, old neighbor.” I sigh, feeling homesick for Miss F. and our crazy running-errands-when-you’re-high adventures. “But, anyway, I’ll tell you what. If arts and crafts ends up coming up, I’ll fake food poisoning, and you can pretend you have to run me to the hospital.”
She considers my offer, and then a grin breaks out across her face. “Sounds like a deal. Now, if you could solve the wine-coolers-only problem, we should be golden.”
Grinning, I do my best mafia-come-a-little-closer gesture and show her the bottle of tequila in my bag. 
“Mad props, city girl.” She snatches the bottle from my bag, throws back a swig, and then offers the bottle to me.
I take a tiny sip, but don’t go too crazy. It is only ten o’clock in the morning, after all—I need to wait until at least lunch time—and we have a long drive ahead of us. I need to pace myself, not get too crazy too fast. Otherwise, I’ll turn into reckless Lexi, and she causes even more chaos than sober Lexi.
Yep, I definitely need to take it easy. The last thing I want to do is end up in Vegas, drunk off my ass. Knowing my luck, I’ll end up in some cheesy Elvis wedding chapel, wearing a weird kitty cat get-up, marrying a guy named Bologna who wears a collection of Smurf doll head necklaces around his neck and sports an athletic cup all the time because, as he says, “To protect his nuts from squirrels! They’re sneaky, little bastards! They’ll get you when you least expect it!”
True story. Not about the marriage part, but about the guy named Bologna.
I met him during a strange night when I somehow ended up drunk in the park, wearing a cardboard box and talking to a tree about my life problems.
“I have to pee,” Emersyn announces. “I guess I better go now, since the first scheduled bathroom stop isn’t for another three hours.” Grumbling under her breath, she hikes up the driveway toward the house.
“So, how’s Veronica Mars doing?” Evan asks as he lightly chucks the pink bag back into the trunk.
“She’s doing great.” I hold my finger and thumb an inch apart. “I’m this close to figuring you out. I even found your photo in the yearbook. You were pretty photogenic, if I do say so myself.”
“That’s funny because I’m pretty sure I was purposefully absent every year during picture day.” He folds his lean arm across his chest and stares me down, doing that freaky, unblinking thing again. “And I wasn’t photogenic at all. Never have been.”
“Yeah, right. Have you seen yourself?” I pause, realizing what I said aloud, and then quickly add, “Okay, okay. I looked in one yearbook and couldn’t find a photo of you. I thought I’d go out on a limb, though, because I didn’t think you’d be MIA in all of them.”
“Well, I was, and for a very good reason.” He chews on his bottom lip, looking lost in deep thought, and it just might be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Then he shakes his head, as if clearing his thoughts, and slams the back of the vehicle shut. “Keep tryin’, Lex. I’m sure you’ll figure it out eventually, or maybe you can just ask my brother since the two of you seem so close.”
“We aren’t close.” Although, if I had my way, we’d be dirty texting each other already.
“Really? That’s weird since I spent all last night listening to him talk about how much he likes you and how he really wants to ask you out, but he’s too worried you’ll say no.”
“Really?”
“Yep, right after we painted each other’s toenails and braided each other’s hair.” He shakes his head before heading to the side of the SUV.
“Not all girls do that!” I yell after him, but he merely chuckles and slips into the driver’s seat.
Grr. Damn him. Why won’t he just tell me? It’s so frustrating, yet at the same time, I find his desire to torture me very sexy.
“What’s got your panties in a bunch?” Emersyn stops by my side, giving me a quizzical look. “You look sexually frustrated, like you’re about to dry hump the car.” She steps back. “Should I give you two a minute or what?”
I tear my gaze off the SUV. “Your brother’s got me frustrated. I can’t figure out who he is. It’s driving me bananas.”
She crosses her arms and cocks a brow. “You still haven’t figured that out?”
“He told you about that, huh?” I ask and she nods. I grimace. “I feel bad about it, but it’s not like I was Miss Popular in high school. I probably wouldn’t recognize a lot of people.” Lie. I’ve remembered everyone I’ve run into so far, but I’m not about to admit that and make myself look more like an ass.
“Yeah, I remember, kangaroo shirt girl.” The hardness in her expression softens as I cringe. “Okay, I’m going to do you a favor as one ex-dork to another. When you’re trying to remember Evan, picture him as your mother’s worst nightmare. He was so Emo back then. I’m serious, like, really mopey, and he used to lock himself in his bedroom and spend hours writing depressing poetry.” She rolls her eyes. “He had really badly dyed black hair, wore eyeliner, spiky collars, bracelets, chains, and had a ton of piercings.”
It clicks. Well, sort of.
“I know the guy you’re talking about, but that guy’s name wasn’t Evan.” And I know I’m thinking of the right person because there was a total of one Emo kid in Fairville. “His name was Silver.”
“Yeah, Silver is Evan’s middle name. But he went by it in high school because he thought it fit his”—she makes air quotes— “ ‘tortured, misunderstood soul.’ ”
I process what she just told me. Silver—or Evan—and I used to talk a lot during chemistry class. Or, well, I did a lot of talking while he worked on our assignment and nodded his head a lot. I was never quite sure if he was listening or if he just had some weird, constant muscle spasm in his neck.
“All right, ladies, who’s ready to party like it’s 1999!” Carrie Lynn cheers as she and her four friends walk out of the house. They’re wearing the same pants as Carrie Lynn, only the butts of theirs say ‘Bridesmaid Bitches Posse.’ And they’re all sporting tiaras. “You girls remember Lexi Ashford, right?” Carrie Lynn says to them when the five of them reach me. “She went to school with us. She’s the one who wore that shirt with a horse on it all the time.”
There’s a chorus of “Oh, yeah,” and one snide, “Oh, you mean the girl who had really short arms. Didn’t we make up a nickname for her, like Lexi T-Rexi or something?” The wind’s blowing, and she’s clutching on to her tiara like her life depends on it. I make a mental note to steal her tiara when I get a chance and make her watch me break it in half before I throw it off a roof.
Emersyn gives me a sympathetic look before hopping into the passenger seat of the car.
As the four of them pile into the back and middle seat of the SUV, Carrie plops a tiara down on my head. When I start to protest, she holds up her hand. “Everyone at the party has to wear one, Lexi, so be a trooper.”
“But Emersyn isn’t wearing one.” I sulk with my arms folded.
“That’s because she’s allergic to cubic zirconium,” Carrie Lynn says, dead serious.
Sure she is. Dammit! Why couldn’t I come up with an excuse like that?
Emersyn catches my eye through the window and puts her finger to her lips, begging me not to say anything.
Carrie Lynn puts her foot on the sidestep, hoists herself into the middle seat, and then pats the spot beside her. “Now, come on. I promise you that, by the end of the car ride, you’ll be wearing that tiara proudly.”
Yeah, there’s a better chance of the sky raining tiny cupids onto my head then that ever happening. But I force a smile, knowing there’s no use going on this road trip being a Debbie downer, even if I’m being forced to wear a plastic princess crown that, for some reason, smells like cotton candy.
 



Chapter 10
 
Man, I never thought the drive to Vegas could be so long.
For the first couple of hours, Carrie Lynn and her friends are super energized and giggly. Then, about an hour away from the city, they hit this phase where their energy level goes way down. When they begin reminiscing about their weddings, I discover all four of them are married, and three of them have kids. Emersyn and Evan are the only ones not towing around a ball and chain, but Emersyn is four years younger than me, so she doesn’t count.
Then they start drilling me with questions, asking if I’m married, and when I say I’m not, they gape at me like I sprouted a unicorn horn out of my forehead. Can you say awkward?
I feel like a loser for being so far behind in life, and it makes me want to change even more. I silently vow to myself that, from tomorrow on, I’m going to be Miss Responsible, Pay Her Bills Before They’re Due, Check Her Bank Account Frequently, Figure Out Who the Hell I Want to Be. Start moving forward. Get a real job and work super hard. Save some money. Establish a career. Buy my own furniture. Get out of Fairville. Live in a better part of the city. Hell, maybe if I’m lucky, in a year or two, I’ll be throwing my own bachelorette party and making everyone do arts and crafts.
The second we pull into the city, their energy soars through the roof again.
“Look at that man wearing a diaper.” Carrie Lynn points out the window, her eyes wide as she gapes in sheer awe at the vibrant, lively, sinfully strange city.
I giggle at the sight of the man handing out flyers while rocking a silver painted diaper and diamond feather wings. Hey, look at that. The sky must have heard me when I said there was a better chance of it raining tiny cupids onto my head than me ever proudly wearing a tiara.
Okay, so technically the sky probably didn’t rain him down, but still, it’s cloudy, and he had to come from somewhere. Maybe that’s why I’m perfectly okay with the tiara on my head. Either that or the fact that Emersyn and I kept sneaking tequila shots during the drive. And by shots, I mean I’ve been chugging my sorrows away from a big, old cup.
Poor Evan had to endure the ride sober. He did it so quietly, just nodding his head along whenever someone yammered his ear off.
Watching him, I begin to wonder how I didn’t see it, how I didn’t recognize him as Silver, the sweet Emo kid who helped me pass chemistry.
About twenty minutes after pulling into the city, we park in the hotel parking garage. Carrie Lynn and her friends immediately head inside without bothering to help with the luggage, saying they’re going to get checked in/play the tables/find a sexy piece of man candy with a tight ass—it was really hard to sort through all the stuff they were shouting as they stumbled toward the doors.
Emersyn stays behind with us, seizing the opportunity to light up a cigarette and have “sexy, skanky phone time with her boy toy back home!” Thankfully, she wanders away from the car while making the call, because I’m pretty sure I caught, “tweak your nipples” and “tongue fuck your belly button” before she got out of ear range.
“I figured it out,” I announce to Evan as I help him collect everyone’s bags from the back of the SUV.
He arches a brow in disbelief as he starts to stack the suitcases onto the ground. “Is that so?”
I circle a finger in the air and almost topple over as the world spins with the movement. “You think I’m gonna try to lie to you again, but I’m not.” I brace my hand against the bumper to keep from tipping over.
He leans in to grab a bag. “Oh, yeah, I forgot. That tiara gives you mystery solving, super brain power.” Mocking rings through his tone.
“I never said mystery solving, super brain power,” I argue, my speech starting to slur. “I said it gave me mystery solving, awesome brain power.” I exaggeratedly snap my fingers. “Come on, Silver; get it right.”
He twists to face me, and for the briefest second, his lips are parted in shock. But he swiftly collects himself and puts on his I’m-too-cool-to-give-a-shit expression.
He then shrugs, focusing on the suitcases again. “Congrats on solving the mystery. Me, I’d like to forget about it.”
Confusion mixed with dizziness makes it complicated to concentrate. “Forget what? That I figured out who you are?”
“Forget about Silver altogether.” He drops the last of the bags down onto the ground.
“You want me to forget about him? That’s so sad.” I pout. “He was sweet and such a great listener.”
“He was also socially awkward, a loser, oh, and my personal favorite, a devil worshipping freak.” Evan glowers at the suitcases as if somehow they’ve offended him.
“You were not. You were sweet and quiet and cute in this strange, intense, I-rarely-blink way, which FYI, you still do that.” I’m attempting to convince him, but when he gives me this you’re-cuckoo look, I sigh. “Okay, so maybe that’s what everyone called you back in high school, but trust me, if I believed everything the cool kids told me in school, I’d still think I have t-Rex arms. But I don’t.” I stick out my arms and wiggle them around like I’m an octopus. “See? Perfectly normal length, my friend.”
That gets him to smile, and for some reason, it makes me feel like I’ve won some grand prize. Gold medal for Lexi! Hell, yeah!
“So, how about this?” I continue. “Instead of spending the night living in the shadows of our past, how about we go pro-nerd and celebrate our dorkiness?” I stick out my fist for a fist bump.
“I’m not dorky anymore,” he says, but fist bumps me anyway.
“No, you’re not.” I mull an idea over, checking him out as I thrum my finger against my bottom lip. “You look too sexy right now. It kind of contradicts dork celebration night.”
He wrestles back a smile. “Why do I have a feeling you’re about to do something really weird?”
“Because I am. Be worried, my soon-to-be-dorky friend. Be very, very worried.” I make a dun, dun, dun sound, tapping my fingers together like I’m about to do something sinister.
He smashes his lips together, struggling not to laugh at me.
I ponder how to make Sexy Stranger look less hot, and for some reason, the man dressed up as cupid pops into my mind.
“I have an idea.” Without warning, I reach forward and tug his shirt over his head.
“What the hell, Lex?” Evan’s face turns bright red, either from anger or embarrassment.
I don’t know why he’s embarrassed. The guy is ripped—not overly muscular or anything, just toned and lean and nicely yummy. He has tattoos, too—curvy patterns that ink down his side and disappear underneath the waistband of his jeans. I have issues with turning into a nympho when I’m drunk, and it takes all of my willpower not to unbutton his jeans and pull them off, too.
Although, maybe I could get away with licking his abs …
I laugh at myself.
Evan suddenly folds his arms across his chest. “For future reference, a guy never feels too great about himself when a woman takes off his shirt and then laughs at him.”
I blink my attention to his face. “I wasn’t laughing at you. I was laughing at what I want to do to you.” It takes my drunken mind a second or two to sort through what I said. “But, anyway, that”—I twirl my finger around in front of his chest—“doesn’t make you dorky. If anything, I think your hotness when up a notch.” I give him a thumbs up.
A beat or two of silence goes by as he intently studies me, looking baffled as fuck.
“Are you always like this?” he finally asks, more curious than mystified.
“Like what?” I bend down and unzip the pink bag in front of my feet.
“Say whatever pops into your head, because I gotta say, it’s unnerving.”
I rummage through the bag for a get-up that will erase Evan’s sexiness. “You get used to it. And if not …” I grin, grabbing the bin of glitter and some body lotion.
“Then what?” he wonders as I stand back up.
“Then just make sure you never hang out with me again when I’m drunk.” Grinning, I dangle the glitter and body lotion in his face. “Now, let’s dorkify you.”
He shuffles back, putting his hands up in front of him. “No fuckin’ way.”
“But you don’t even know what I’m gonna do.”
“Anything that has to do with glitter and lotion is a no-go zone.”
“But we’re in Vegas.” I step toward him, and he matches my move, stepping back. “It’s the one place where you can finally wear glitter and get away with it.”
He gives me the death glare. “Who said I ever wanted to wear glitter?”
“Oh, come on, almost every guy has thought about it at least once.”
He stares at me blankly. “I can promise you I’ve never, ever thought about putting glitter on my body.”
“Okay, well, then look at it as a chance to have my hands all over your body.” I give him my best come-hither look while trying not to laugh.
I don’t really expect it to work. Even drunk, I’m not silly enough to believe I can entice a man into putting glitter on his body simply so he’ll get the reward of me touching him. So, when he steps forward and surrenders, I’m as shocked as I was the time I came home and found a rooster wearing the tiniest bowtie and top hat inside my bedroom. To this day, I still don’t know how he got in there.
Evan sticks his arms to the side and turns his head to look away from me. “Just hurry up and do it before I change my mind.”
“Aye, aye, captain.” I hurry up and rub coconut cream pie scented lotion on him, making sure to cover every single inch of his smooth, hard chest. Then I sprinkle glitter here and there, unnecessarily using my fingers to get it to stick to his skin.
“I’m way too sober for this,” he mutters as I use my hands to wipe my glitter lotion concoction up and down his arms.
“I have an awesome solution for that.” I skip back to the car, grab my cup, and present it to him like it’s the greatest present in the world. “Drink up and you should feel contently happy about your sparkly self in a half an hour.”
“I’m not sure there’s enough tequila in the world to do that,” he says but slurps down the rest of my drink, anyway.
“All right, we’re all checked in!” Carrie Lynn comes walking out of the elevator, holding up a set of keycards. “Evan, you get your own room, and Lexi, you’ll be sharing with Emersyn.” She glances around the carport. “Wait, where is Emersyn?”
I take a cardkey from her. “She wandered off to talk to her boyfriend. I’m sure she’ll be back soon.” At least I hope so. I haven’t seen her for about twenty minutes, so either she’s gotten lost or has found somewhere she can privately finish verbally tongue fucking her boyfriend’s belly button.
“Maybe I should go look for her. We’re on a pretty tight schedule.” Carrie Lynn smacks another keycard against her palm, staring at the exit of the carport. She mulls something over then looks back to us with her lips parted, about to say something. Then her jaw suddenly drops. “Oh, my God, Evan! Did you get into my glitter bin?” Steam practically comes out of her ears. “I can’t believe you did that.”
“Cupid made us do it,” I sputter, not wanting to get Evan in trouble.
She blasts me with a dirty look. “Cupid made you do it? Really, Lexi? You expect me to believe that?”
“It’s true.” I shoot Evan a discreet roll-with-me nod then put on my game face. “He came in here with his sparkly diaper and fairy wings and was all like”—I spread my hands out to my side—“ ‘look at me. I’m so sparkly and pretty. Bet y’all wish you were as sparkly and cool as me.’ And I was like ‘yo, cupid, dude, you’re wearing a diaper. You’re so not cool, but you are very sparkly.’ And he got all pissed off about the not cool remark, went through your bag, took out your glitter, and put it all over Evan as a punishment.”
Evan covers his mouth with his hand, choking back his laughter.
Carrie Lynn is quiet for a while. At first, I think she might be buying it, but then she crosses her arms and raises her brows. “I know you’re lying, Lexi, but I’m going to let you off the hook. And you want to know why?” Even though I really don’t, I nod. “Because I love glitter, and I think it’s meant to be shared. Plus, that excuse you just gave was really creative. I hope you’ll be able to put some of that creativity into arts and crafts time.”
My mood nosedives right into the bin of glitter. “Arts and crafts time?”
She bobs her head up and down, her eyes lighting up. “After we get settled into our rooms, we’re going to meet up in mine and make matching T-shirts!” And just like that, she goes from angry to elated in two seconds flat.
She may annoy me to no end, but I kind of envy her ability to get over stuff in the snap of a finger. It makes me feel the tiniest drop of guilt as I start racking my brain for how I’m going to fake food poisoning to blow off arts and crafts time. But I’m not about to back out on that plan.
I’m in Vegas, I’m drunk, and Evan looks way too hot in his glitter get-up not to go out.
 



Chapter 11
 
 
16 hours later…
 
Ugh. It feels like I’ve been run over by a truck. My head is pounding, every bone in my body aches, and my mouth tastes like coconut cream pie. I have no idea where I am, what’s going on, or if I’m even awake.
I force my heavy eyelids open and glance at a clock on the nightstand beside the bed I’m lying in. Ten o’clock—I look over to see sunlight peeking through the cracks in the curtains—in the morning?
I clutch my throbbing skull. “What the hell did I do last night?”
I rack my brain for an answer, but then someone moves beside me. Okay, maybe the question is not what the hell did I do, but who the hell did I do?
I carefully sit up, not wanting to wake up whoever they are. Then I lean over to get a good look, crossing my fingers I didn’t do one of my infamously stupid drunk, what-the-hell-was-I-thinking moves and sleep with someone like cupid from the corner.
The person is tucked under the covers, so I raise the blanket and peer underneath.
Dark hair, soft skin, lean arms, a tattoo curving down his side …
“Evan,” I gasp, covering my hand with my mouth. Then I do a double gasp at the feel of metal kissing my lips.
I jerk my hand away from my mouth and gape at the silver band on my … ring finger!
No, I didn’t. Please, say I didn’t. This wasn’t what I meant last night when I vowed to move forward in my life. This is way, way too forward too fast!
“Calm down,” I whisper to myself. “Maybe it’s not what you think. Maybe it’s just a joke.”
I lean back against the headboard as pieces of last night slowly creep up on me.
Evan and I are at the bar, sitting on barstools, leaning dangerously close to each other.
“I can’t believe the food poisoning stunt didn’t work,” I say. “Thankfully, we were smart enough to pull out that backup plan.”
“What backup plan?” His head angles to the side, his forehead furrowing. “You mean, getting lost in the crowd. Because that was an accident. There’s so many people on the street, I couldn’t tell what was right and what was left.”
“It might have been an accident for you,” I say. “But I totally got lost from the bridesmaid glitter posse on purpose. And so did Emersyn.”
His gaze skims the dance floor. “Where is Emersyn anyway?”
“She went back to her room for a little while, remember?” I ask and he unevenly shakes his head. “Like fifteen minutes ago, she said she had a headache and was going to go lie down. I think she just wanted to have phone sex with her boy toy.”
He shoots me an appalled look. “TMI, Lexi. Seriously.”
“Sorry, but it’s true.” I scoop up another shot and down it. “I’m jealous. I wish I was having phone sex right now. Or real sex. That would be nice.” I press my lips together as I feel Evan’s stare boring a hole into the side of my head. “Please stop looking at me like that,” I warn. “I’m serious. Stop it.”
“Stop what?” He plays dumb, but his eyes smolder with amusement.
“Looking at me all intense, like you’re picturing me naked.”
“Maybe I am picturing you naked.”
When warm tingles spill all over my skin, I try to shove the sensation away, reminding myself that just yesterday I was flirting with his brother. But I’m flustered, drunk, horny as a mother-effer, and Evan is right there, smirking at me, looking sexy as hell, shirtless and rocking the body glitter.
“I haven’t had sex in a year,” I blurt out. “But I can’t have sex with you, because I’m supposed to be moving forward in my life.”
“Oh, yeah?” He seems oddly entertained by my confession.
I nod, counting down on my fingers. “I have to get a job; get a place of my own, because having gnomes for roommates isn’t going to work; and I have to find a husband, preferably one who’s already got his shit together.”
He props his arm against the counter and rests his chin against his hand, his eyelids half lowered, his eyes glazed over. “Sorry, but I can only help you with one of those. And I’m not sure if I have my shit together. I’m still figuring that out.”
“Hmmm …” I tap my finger against my lip. “Do you have a job?”
He bobs his head up and down. “I own my own business.”
“Then there you go. You have your shit together.” I pause. “Wait, you don’t own any gnomes, do you?”
He shakes his head, a soft laugh escaping his lips. “I have a dog, though.”
“Dogs are okay,” I say. “But we should probably kiss first to see if we’re compatible.”
Evan laughs lazily. “Then what? We just get married?”
I nod my head. “Yep. And then you’ll be my husband.”
“What if I don’t want to be your husband?”
I jut out my bottom lip, pouting. “You don’t want to be my husband?”
He rubs his scruffy jawline. “That all depends on how often I have to wear body glitter.”
“How about once a month?” I ask then knock back another shot.
He considers my offer then wets his lips with his tongue. “Okay, then.”
Even intoxicated, his answer throws me off. But I have little time to process it because suddenly we are slowly leaning toward each other. When our mouths are an inch apart, lust floods my body, and I crash my lips against his.
He makes the sexiest groaning sound ever as his hands find my waist. He jerks me forward between his legs, and I gasp then moan, sliding my hands up his shimmering chest.
We start making out wildly, only coming up for air to take shots. Everything happens so fast: shots, kissing, shots. Then, suddenly, we’re standing in front of a booth that sells jewelry. Evan buys a ring then he gets down on one knee and slips the ring on my finger, telling me how amazing he always thought I was. How, in high school, I was nice to him when no one else was, how I helped him get through such a hard time without even knowing it.
When I say yes, I’ll marry him, he jumps up and hugs me, spinning us around in circles until we bump into the booth and fall on our asses.
“Wait,” I say as we stagger to our feet. “How can we get married when we know nothing about each other?”
“I know you hate glitter.” He braces his hand against the booth to keep from tipping over. “And you hate the town’s pie baking contest, but you love pie.”
“You should know more, though.” I contemplate what to do. “How about this? We each tell each other five things about ourselves: likes and dislikes, fears, worries, whatever.”
He nods. “But you go first.”
“Okay.” Hmmm … What to tell. What to tell. “I like warm, sunny days. They always make me think of musicals, which makes me want to skip and sing. And usually I do.”
“Okay, sunny days are good. Got it.” He considers what to tell me. “I hate the taste of strawberries.”
“Are you kidding me? Strawberries are amazing.”
“No way. They’re too sweet and too sour at the same time. And they’re soft, but the black things on the outside are crunchy,” he argues passionately. “It confuses my taste buds. Seriously, either be one or another, not both.”
“Okay, I guess no strawberries and champagne on our honeymoon then.” I wink at him then tap my finger against my lip. “Okay, here’s one. I once ate a piece of chewed gum on a dare.”
“Um, okay … That’s a little weird.” His eyes are wide. “Whose chewed gum was it?”
I shrug. “I found it on a public restroom floor.”
He dry heaves, covering his mouth. “Okay, give me a moment to process that one.”
“It was strawberry flavored,” I say for no apparent reason. “And, if you think that’s gross, then you should probably know that I once dropped my driver’s license in a toilet at a club and reached in to get it out.”
He coughs again, shakes his shoulders, and blinks a few times. “All right, moving on,” he says after collecting himself. “I’m terrified of peacocks.”
“Why? Their feathers are so pretty and majestic.”
“Do you know how easy it is for a small child to get surrounded by them and not be able to find his way out because he’s scared out of his damn mind?” he says, getting worked up. “And no one can find him for over an hour, and he keeps trying to scream for help, but the damn peacocks keep screaming over him. And they sound like a human crying for help. It makes no sense, because they’re birds. It’s like they knew I needed help and wanted to torment me.”
I struggle not to laugh at how intense he’s gotten over birds. “Did that happen to you?”
He nods, his expression dead serious. “At a petting zoo when I was four. My parents couldn’t find me for over an hour.”
“Aw, you poor baby.” I pat his head. “If it makes you feel any better, I once got stuck in a slide at a park, and my friend had to call 911. It was so embarrassing. The police showed up and everything.”
“I’m sure kids do stuff like that all the time.”
“Yeah, but I wasn’t a kid. It was two years ago, and I was only wearing pants.”
His forehead furrows. “Why were you only wearing pants?”
I shrug. “Because I declared it was no shirts Friday and that anyone wearing a shirt should be forced to make-out with No Pants Wearing Willie, this guy who lived in the park by my apartment, who was always trying to sell us paper mâché penises.” When Evan gives me a baffled look, I add, “What? I was drunk, okay? And No Pants Wearing Willie was actually a pretty nice guy when he wasn’t being a total pervert.”
Evan grows silent for a tremendously long time, and I start to worry I’ve scared him off, but then he finally smiles. “I’m afraid of fish. And people that have fish mouths.”
“What are fish mouths?”
He puckers his lips, leans forward, and gives me a hickey on my neck. By the time he pulls back, we’re both laughing like lunatics.
After that, things get a little hazy, but I have the faintest memory of Evan and I laughing through our vows while standing in a chapel with a bedazzled jeweled ceiling, and “Careless Whisper” by George Michael playing in the background.
I scramble to get my clothes on then tiptoe out of the bedroom, banging my shin on the way out. The hall is way too crowded for it being so early, and I end up doing the walk of shame while hugging my shoes to my chest. Once I stumble onto the elevator, I blow out a breath as I slide to the floor.
“Oh, my God, I can’t believe I got married last night.” I shake my head at myself. “And in a chapel that had candy canes lining the aisle and an officiator dressed up like Santa.”
“It happens to the best of us, honey,” a middle-aged woman in the elevator with me says. “Don’t worry, though, getting it annulled is as easy as putting on pantyhose.”
For me, pantyhose has never been easy to put on—the whole slipping your legs into skin tight material while trying not to rip the thin material never seemed to work for me. But I am curious …
“How many times have you done it?”
“Six,” she answers. “I almost stayed married to the fifth husband, but then he bought this furry bear costume and told me it was a fantasy of his. I was cool with wearing the body part, but that mask …” She shudders. “It was just too sweaty and smelled like broccoli.” She sighs as the elevator comes to a stop. “After I couldn’t go through with it, things were never the same between us, and I had to let him go.” The doors glide open, and she steps off. “You take care, honey. And remember, no matter what happens, there’s always husband number two and three and four—” The doors glide shut, cutting her off.
A breath escapes my lips. Holy shit, is that where I’m heading? To fleeting marriages, annulments, and bear costumes?
“No … no, no, no.” I lower my head into my hands. “I can fix this.”
I just have to go back to Evan’s room and tell him last night was a mistake.



Chapter 12
 
I can’t go through with it. And not just because I’m a big fat chicken.
I keep replaying Evan’s proposal in my head, how I was nice to him when no one else was. From what I can remember, he was pretty emotional about it.
Then I start to worry that maybe he doesn’t even remember marrying me. By the time I make it out of the elevator, I’ve psyched myself out. Instead of going back to Evan’s room, I go to mine. Thankfully, Emersyn is in the shower when I sneak in, so I’m able to pack my bags and hurry out without crossing paths with her.
I wander around the city until Carrie Lynn texts me, wondering where I am. I’m not even sure how she got my number and how hers is entered in my phone, but my bet is I did it sometime last night and just can’t remember.
Carrie Lynn: The schedule says we should be driving home by now! Where are you?
Me: Sorry! Went shopping and lost track of time!
Then I give her my location so they can come pick me up. I’m so nervous I have pit stains by the time the SUV parks beside the curb. Evan starts to get out, but I dive into the middle seat and slam the door.
“I want to hold my bag!” I shout in a panic, hugging my bag tightly against my chest.
“Okay?” Carrie Lynn stares at me with a perplexed look before drawing her oversized sunglasses over her eyes and slumping back in the seat. “I don’t care what you do, just as long as you don’t yell like that again. I’m so hungover.”
Her friends all nod in agreement then put on their sunglasses.
From the passenger seat, Emersyn dubiously eyes me over, and I swear her gaze lingers on the ring on my finger.
I subtly tuck my hand behind my bag, wondering if she knows.
“Are we good to go?” Evan asks as he slides back into the driver’s seat without so much as glancing at me.
Hmmm … Maybe he doesn’t remember. Or maybe he does, and he’s just playing it cool, unlike me, who sputters, “Yeah, we’re good! Totally cool. You and I. Just like the weather. Did you know it’s seventy-two degrees out right now and sunny? It’s perfect for skipping. And singing.” I shake my head at myself. Get a grip on yourself, woman! He’s only a man!
Evan glances over his shoulder at me, appearing confused. “Um, thanks for the weather update, I guess.”
Um, okay … Maybe he really doesn’t remember. At least it doesn’t seem that way. And now I’m the one who’s going to have to break it to him that he’s hitched to a crazy girl who blabbers a lot, is very scatter-brained, and once got stuck in a rotating door for ten minutes. Great.
“Can you please just get us out of here?” Carrie Lynn motions for Evan to get a move on. “I never want to hear the words Sin City again. Sorry, Vegas, but I think you broke me.”
Yes, Carrie, Lynn, I completely agree with you.
Huh? I never thought those words would cross my mind.
***
The drive home feels longer than the one on the way here, and it’s way too quiet for me to get comfortable. Almost everyone sleeps the entire way. I pretend to sleep to avoid talking to Evan, but I’m too wired to actually fall asleep. I’m so angry with myself for getting into this mess and even angrier that I’m going to have to get myself out of it.
I plan on doing so when we arrive at Carrie Lynn’s. I make a plan to pull Evan aside and ask him to go for a drive with me so I can break the news to him. But the moment he parks the car in her driveway, he practically bolts, muttering something about having to get to work. By the time I get out of the car, he’s already in his car and peeling out of the driveway.
“What’s his deal?” Emersyn mutters as she heads around back to get her bag.
“I have no clue,” I say, but I can’t look her in the eye.
After I say my good-byes to everyone while staring at my feet, I climb into my car and drive toward home. I’m halfway there when I receive a text from my mom.
Mom: Hey, honey, just wanted to let you know that you might not want to come home for a few hours. There was an incident with some massaging oil and a candle that got a little out of hand. But, anyway, everything’s okay. We just have a huge mess to clean up, and we need to air out the place for an hour or two. Right now, it smells like burned hair.
I don’t even want to know why it smells like burned hair.
I steer the car off the main road and drive down the back roads to kill time. Needing some best friend talk time, I dial Sophie’s number and put it on speakerphone.
“You’re still alive.” She sounds so relieved. “Thank God.”
I turn right at an intersection and down a street lined with mismatched houses. “What do you mean, ‘I’m still alive?’ Were you worried the town killed me?” I try to laugh wickedly but miss the mark.
“No, I was worried about you after you called me last night and told me you met some random guy,” she says, slightly irritated. “You said you were in Vegas and you were about to show him your Miss Mini Lexi all night long, after he put a ring on your finger. Then you broke out in a very off-key version of what I’m guessing was “Here Comes the Bride.” "
“Sounds like I was pretty out of it.”
“You were. I was so worried. Still am.” Worry fills her tone. “Lexi, please tell me you didn’t get married last night, that you were just joking around.”
“Um, I didn’t get married last night. I was just joking around,” I say, but it sounds like a question.
“Oh. My. God. Lexi!” she shouts. “How could you? You got married? In Vegas. To some random guy?”
I huff out a deafening breath. “It wasn’t technically some random guy. He’s from Fairville … We used to go to school together.”
“So you married someone you know?” She seems calmer now.
I give her a recap of everything I can remember: the bachelorette party, the car ride down there, and how depressed I was feeling over being so behind in life. Then I tell her about Evan and how I used to know him: how he was sweet—still is—and how really, really trashed we were when we decided to get hitched.
“So you don’t think he remembers marrying you?” she asks after I’m finished.
“I don’t know. He seemed chill during the car ride, but then he got all squirrely when we made it home and took off like a guy running away from a girl he just accidentally married.” I park in front of some random house and rest my head on the steering wheel. “What am I going to do?
“Well, first you have to talk to him. You can’t run away from that problem.”
“You make it sound like I always run away from my problems,” I grumble, my headache kicking up again.
“You kind of do sometimes. I don’t mean to sound like a bitch, but I think you hate confrontation so much that you’ll do just about anything to get out of it. You do it all the time, especially when you have to break up with a guy.”
“I’m not that bad, am I?”
“One word for you: Brody. To this day, he probably thinks you’re sailing around the world on your yacht, trying to break some world record for how many waves a boat can go over while the captain wears a fedora.”
“Okay, maybe you’re right.” I raise my head and reach for my sunglasses in the console. “I’ll talk to Evan and break the news to him. Then I guess I’ll start looking into getting the marriage annulled.”
It takes her a second to respond. “You could do that … unless you don’t want to.”
“What do you mean, ‘unless I don’t want to’?” I slip on my sunglasses. “You think I should just stay married to him? Because that would be crazy.”
“I don’t know. It might be crazy for a lot of people, but you … I love you to death, but you are a little bit insane sometimes.”
“True dat.” I sigh and let my head fall against the steering wheel again. God, my head hurts so badly I can’t even think straight.
She sighs heavily. “Look, just talk to Evan. If he’s as nice as you make him sound, I’m sure he won’t go too ballistic.”
“Yeah. Maybe.”
After that, she makes me promise to call her the second I talk to Evan. Then we hang up, and I drive laps around the town, trying to figure out my next move. I don’t know what’s bugging me more: the fact that I got married in Vegas last night or that my first marriage is going to end before it even really started. All I wanted to do was start getting my life back on track by getting a job, getting my own place, maybe investing some money in a couch or something. Not get married then annulled.
“This sucks,” I mutter to myself. “Why can’t I just do normal things like a normal person? Why can’t I just be normal …?” I trail off as I spot a pink and white striped chair sitting in front of a house right next to the garbage cans. “Are they throwing that away?”
I slow down the car and park in front of the house. Mrs. Maywelter is standing in front of the house, watering her garden as I get out of my car.
“Hey, Mrs. Maywelter.” I round the front of my car. “Is this your chair by those trash cans?”
She glances at me as she continues to hose down her hydrangeas. “Yeah. Why?”
I tuck my hands into the back pockets of my jeans. “Are you throwing it away?” When she nods, I step up onto the grass. “Can I take it?”
She stops watering the flowers, sets down the hose, and approaches me. “Lexi Ashford, is that you?”
I nod. “Yeah, it’s me.”
She smiles. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”
“I know. I’ve been living in the city, but”—I shrug—“now I’m back. And I’d really like to have your chair.”
“Oh, honey, you don’t want that thing. It’s old, and one of the legs has been glued back on more times than I can count.”
“That’s okay. I don’t mind. In fact, I like when things are used and worn out. It gives them more personality, don’t ya think?”
She eyeballs my car with wariness. “I guess so.”
“So, can I take it, then?” I ask. “It’d really mean a lot to me.”
She considers my offer then throws her hands in the air. “Oh, what the hell? If you want it, then take the damn thing.”
Smiling, I put the chair into the back of my car, leaving the trunk open so it can fit. Then I spend the drive back to my parents’ place thinking about what I’m going to do next.
Once I make it there, I drag my chair out back and grab a pen and paper out of my car. Then I sit down in the chair, get comfortable, and start making a plan on how to get my life on track.
Step one: Tell my husband he has a wife …
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