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Dedication

I always wanted a sister. It never happened for me, but it makes my heart full to have raised four girls, knowing they’ll always have one another. Over the years, they’ve been like a pack of kittens sometimes—can’t stand to be together, can’t stand to be apart. But at the end of the day, they love each other fiercely, and it makes me so proud. So to all the sisters, of blood or heart, this one’s for you.
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Chapter 1

“I get that life sucks right now, but that’s never a reason to wear granny panties.”

Without warning, the helicopter dipped sharply, and Brooke Lemon’s stomach went along with it. Her view of a pretty sky shifted, and suddenly they were sideways and she was staring out at a craggy mountain peak, seemingly close enough to touch.

Compounding the terror, the previously benign sky had given way to a sudden cloud pack, dark and turbulent, and her heart pounded in tune to the thump, thump, thump of the rotors. The chopper shuddered, straining to right itself. Her palms went slick and nausea welled, making her regret that extra sleeve of cookies she’d inhaled at lunch, which now seemed a lifetime ago.

Struggling through vertigo, she swallowed hard at the sight of the jagged cliffs, shooting up thousands of feet into the air, vanishing in the clouds.

There was nowhere to land.

“Brooke.”

“Shh.” Afraid to so much as blink, she leaned forward, unable to tear her gaze away.

“You’re green, Brooke. Close your eyes. Take a deep breath. In fact, you’ve been at this for ten straight hours. Take a nap.”

“I can’t nap! I have to stay awake for the crash!”

“There’s no crash this time, I promise.”

Pulling off her headphones, Brooke leaned back in her chair and gulped in a deep breath. The video paused, the lights came up, and a few words rolled across the screen.

Brooke Lemon, producer extraordinaire . . .

“Funny,” she managed, fighting her way back from the flashback.

“And true.” Cole stood and studied her for a long beat. “You okay?”

“You promised not to ask me that anymore.”

“You miss being out there,” he said. “Being the one shooting the footage instead of putting it all together.”

“No.” She still hadn’t taken her eyes off the screen, and the word producer was mocking her. Sure, it was safer on this side of the camera, but hell yeah, she missed it. She missed the old days like she’d miss air.

Not that she was about to admit that to her boss. Not only would Cole pity her, he’d want to talk about it.

And she never talked about it. What was the point? The only way to fix this was to face her past. Her mistakes. And she couldn’t do that. She didn’t know how. Avoiding Cole’s attentive eyes, she rose and grabbed her backpack just as Tommy poked his head into the editing room. “Hey, sweetness, how about some dinner?” His smile faded at whatever he saw on her face, and he exchanged a long look with Cole, who gave a slight head shake.

Tommy held out a hand to Brooke. “Come on, chica, I’ll buy.”

She knew when she was being managed. The three of them worked on a Travel Network show called Around the World, which followed adventure seekers, documentary-style, as they took on different goals such as climbing “unclimbable” mountains, rafting “unraftable” rivers . . . basically anything high-danger and high-adrenaline.

Once upon a time, Brooke had been the principal photographer, but these days she worked solely from the studio, editing the footage and writing up the scripts for the so-called reality show, living a very different life from the one she’d always imagined herself living. But it worked for her. It was all good.

Or so she told herself.

Cole was Around the World’s showrunner and director. He was also a friend and, when it suited them both, Brooke’s occasional lover. It’d been a month since the last time it’d suited them. The show’s funding had been cut, leaving them on a tight budget and an even tighter deadline, which meant they’d been at each other’s throats much more than at each other’s bodies. Lust tended to take a back seat to murderous urges, at least for Brooke. Men didn’t seem to have a problem separating the two.

Tommy was the show’s makeup artist and hairstylist, and Brooke’s BFF. They’d never been lovers. Mostly because Tommy preferred relationships with more than one person at a time, and she wasn’t wired that way.

Since both guys knew her way too well, she avoided eye contact by going through her backpack to make sure she had her keys and wallet. Which she already knew she did, because she was a teeny-tiny bit compulsive about such things. Still, she touched each briefly and then zipped her pack. And then, because she liked things in even numbers, she unzipped and rezipped it a second time.

Tommy turned to Cole accusingly. “Why is she upset? Did that new publicist cancel on her for that concert last night?”

“You actually went out with that guy?” Cole asked Brooke. “I told you I’d take you.”

“I canceled the date.” She shrugged. “He wears too much cologne.”

“I don’t,” Cole said.

Tommy still had his eyes narrowed at Brooke. “And the guy before him. Didn’t you say he had a crazy mother?”

“He did.” But that hadn’t been the only problem. Before the waiter had even brought them drink menus, he’d told her he wanted to get married that year. Preferably in the fall, as that was his mother’s favorite season, and also, his mother wanted a big wedding with all the trimmings.

The thought of being the center of attention like that had nearly given her hives, and at the memory, she ran the pads of her thumbs over the tips of her fingers, back and forth, back and forth. It was an old habit, a self-soothing mechanism. “Why are we even talking about this?”

Tommy caught the movement of her hands before she could stop herself and he frowned. “Because you’re upset about something.”

She shoved her hands in her pockets. “I’m fine.”

“She had a flashback,” Cole said. “She always gets especially testy after one of those.” He met Brooke’s gaze, his own warm and full of concern. “Come home with me tonight. I’ll make you feel better.”

Though she knew he could do just that, she hadn’t shaved in a few days. “I said I’m fine.” She slung her backpack over her shoulder. To keep either of them from following her, she went up on her tiptoes and brushed a kiss first on Tommy’s scruffy jaw and then on Cole’s shaved one. “I’m fine,” she repeated. “I’m also out. Saving you some overtime.”

“You’re on salary.”

“Yeah, which reminds me, I’m due for a raise.” She shut the door before he could respond and exited the studio into the LA heat.

It was seven p.m. in Los Angeles, and ninety-eight degrees in late May. The humidity was high enough to turn her ponytail into something resembling a squirrel’s tail. Not that it mattered. She had no one to impress, nor the will to change that. Twenty-eight years old, and she was completely burned out on men.

And possibly on life.

She drove home, which was a rented bottom-floor condo in North Hollywood only eight miles from the studio—thirty minutes in gridlock traffic, like tonight. So she added LA to the list of things she was burned out on. She missed wide-open spaces. She missed fresh air and being outdoors. She missed thrill and adventure.

She parked in her one-car garage and headed through the interior door into her kitchen, mindlessly counting her steps, doing a little shuffle at the end to make sure she ended on an even number. Another self-soothing gesture. Some days required more of that than others.

Inside, she took a deep breath and tried to let go of the ball of stress in her gut. The flashback had been the first she’d had in a long time, and she’d nearly forgotten the taste of bone-deep terror, a sensation most people would never experience.

She looked around. Her place was clean, her plants were alive—well, semi-alive, anyway. Everything was great.

She was working on believing that when a knock came at her door. And actually, it was more of a pounding, loud and startling in the calm silence of her living room. Not Tommy—he would’ve knocked while yelling her name. Cole would’ve texted her before getting out of his car.

No stranger to danger, Brooke grabbed her trusty baseball bat on the way to the door. She hadn’t traveled the planet over and back more times than she could count without learning how to protect herself. Just as she leaned in to look out the peephole, there came another round of pounding.

“Brooke!” called out a female voice. “Oh God, what if you’re not home? Please be home!”

Brooke went still as stone. She knew that voice, though it’d been a while. A long while. It belonged to her older sister, Mindy. Mindy had her shit together. She wore a body armor of calm like other women wore earrings, didn’t have to count in her head, and had never lost her way or screwed up her entire life.

The frantic knocking continued, now accompanied by something that sounded suspiciously like sobs.

Brooke yanked open the front door, and Mindy fell into her arms. They hadn’t seen each other in over a year, hadn’t spoken in months, and the last time they had, they’d hung up on each other.

“What the hell?” Brooke asked.

They weren’t a demonstrative family. Hugs were saved for weddings and funerals, or the very occasional family gathering where there was alcohol, copious amounts of it. Emotions were kept tight to the vest. But Mindy was demonstrating boatloads of emotion at high volume, clinging like Saran Wrap while crying and talking at the same time in a pitch not meant for humans.

“Min, you gotta slow down,” Brooke said. “Only dogs can hear you right now.”

Mindy sucked in a breath and lifted her head. Her mascara was smudged so badly that it was possibly yesterday’s mascara that just hadn’t been removed. She wore no other makeup. She was at least fifteen pounds heavier than Brooke had ever seen her. Her clothes were wrinkled and there was a suspicious-looking dark stain on her T-shirt, which was odd because Mindy didn’t wear tees. Her shoulder-length hair was the same honey color as Brooke’s, but Mindy’s hair always behaved. Not today. It was outdoing Brooke’s in the squirrel-tail impersonation and looked like it was a week past needing a shampoo. Mindy hiccuped, but thankfully stopped sobbing.

Brooke nodded gratefully, but braced herself. She had a very bad feeling. “Okay. Now who’s dead?”

Mindy choked on a low laugh and swiped beneath her eyes, succeeding only in making things worse. “No one’s dead. Unless you count my personal life.”

This made no sense. Mindy had been born with a plan in hand. At any given moment of any day, she could flip open her fancy binder and tell you exactly where she was in that plan. “You’ve got a little something in your hair,” Brooke said, and gingerly picked it out. It was a Cheerio.

“It’s Maddox’s. He was chucking them in the car.” Mindy’s eyes were misting again. “You don’t know how lucky you are that you don’t have kids!”

It used to be that a sentence like that would send a hot poker of fire through Brooke’s chest, but now it was more like a dull ache. Mostly. “Why are you falling apart? You never fall apart.”

Mindy shook her head. “Meet the new me. Remember when we were little and poor because Dad had put all his money into the first POP Smoothie Shop, and everyone called us the Lemon sisters?”

“We are the Lemon sisters,” Brooke said.

“Yes, but they made it a play on words, like we were lemons. As in, bad lemons. As in, worthless. Well, I’m a bad Lemon!”

“First of all, you were the one who told me to ignore it back then because we weren’t worthless,” Brooke said, “so I’ll tell you now—we’re still not. And second, you’ve got a great life, a life you’ve planned out in great detail, I might add. You married a doctor. You now run and manage the Wildstone POP Smoothie Shop. You bake like no other. People flock to the shop on the days you bring in your fresh stuff to sell alongside the smoothies. You’ve got three kids. You live in a house with a real white picket fence, for God’s sake.”

Mindy sniffed. “I know! And I get that on paper it looks like I’m the together sister, but I’m not!”

That shouldn’t have hurt, but it did. Mindy didn’t have the first clue about Brooke’s life these days. Which was another problem entirely. “Min, what’s really going on here? We don’t do this. We’re not . . . close.”

“Well, whose fault is that?” Mindy’s eyes filled. “I burned the school cupcakes and the firefighters had to come, and now the whole block knows I’m losing my shit. Dad wants to sell off some of the POP Smoothie Shops, including the Wildstone one, so he can ‘retire’”—she put “retire” in air quotes, probably because their dad was already pretty much hands-off with the business—“which puts me out of work. Linc says I should buy it, and I love that store, you know how much I love working that store, but I can’t so much as potty train Maddox, even though he’s thirty-two-point-five months old.” She drew in a shuddery breath. “And I think Linc’s having an affair with Brittney, our nanny.”

Whoa. Brooke stopped trying to do the math to figure out how old 32.5 months was in years and stared at her sister. “What?”

“Look, I know you hate me, but when it all started to fall apart in the car on the way home from Mom and Dad’s in Palm Springs, I looked you up. Google Maps said you were right on the way home to Wildstone.”

Wildstone. Their hometown on the central coast of California, tucked among wineries and ranches and gorgeous rolling hills dotted with oaks. Just the thought of it conjured up a sense of longing so painful it almost buckled her knees. “I don’t hate you,” she murmured. She shook her head. “And do you really think your husband, the guy you’ve been in love with since the second grade and who worships the ground you walk on, is having an affair with the nanny? And since when do you have a nanny?”

“Since I went back to work at the shop right after Maddox was born.” Mindy sighed. “She’s only part-time, but yes, I really think he’s cheating on me. Which means I’m going to be single soon.” She clutched Brooke’s arm, the whites of her eyes showing. “I can’t go back to being single, Brooke. I mean, how do you know which way to swipe, left or right?”

“Okay, first off . . . breathe.” Brooke waited until Mindy had gulped in some air. “Good. Second, why do you think Linc’s having an affair?”

“Because Cosmo says that married couples our age are supposed to have sex two to three times a week, and we don’t. I’m not sure we managed to have sex once this whole month!” She tossed up her hands. “It used to be every day. Every day, Brooke, and we used to role-play, too, like sexy bad cop and sassy perp, or naughty nurse and—”

“Oh my God.” Brooke covered her ears. “Please stop talking.”

“We have a chest full of costumes and props that we never even use anymore.”

“Seriously,” Brooke said, with a heartfelt grimace. “I can still hear you.”

“I miss it. I mean, I really miss it. I need a man-made orgasm or I’m going to have to buy more batteries.”

“Okay, I get it, you miss sex! Jeez! Let’s move on! So you’ve got the problems with Linc, the nanny, and your, uh, lack of new batteries . . . but instead of fixing any of these problems, you, what, ran away from Wildstone six hours south to Mom and Dad’s in Palm Springs?”

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” Mindy said. “It was a rough visit. Mom thinks Millie needs therapy because she’ll only answer to ‘Princess Millie’ and that Maddox should be talking more than barking. And Dad says Mason shouldn’t wear pink shirts, but it was salmon, not pink, and he picks out his own clothes and dresses himself. I don’t want to squash that. Also, Dad thinks that my ass is getting fat.”

“Dad did not say that,” Brooke said. The man was a quiet, thoughtful introvert. He might think it, but he’d never say it.

“Okay, no, he didn’t,” Mindy admitted. “But it’s true and that’s probably why Linc won’t sleep with me!” She started crying again.

“Momma.”

At the little-kid voice, Brooke and Mindy both froze and turned. In the doorway stood Mindy’s Mini-Me, eight-year-old Millie, outfitted in a yellow dress with black elephants and giraffes on it. Her hair was held off her face by a headband that matched the dress. But it was her eyes that got to Brooke. They were the same jade green as Mindy’s. And as her own, she supposed. “Millie,” Brooke said. “Wow, you’re all grown up.”

“Hi, Aunt Brooke,” Millie said politely before turning back to her mom. “Momma, Mad Dog peed on Mason again.” She held up her hands like a surgeon waiting to have her gloves put on. She ran the pads of her thumbs across the tips of her fingers four times in a row. “I’ve got to wash my hands. Can I wash my hands?”

“Down the hall,” Brooke said, heart tugging for the kid. “First door on the right’s the bathroom.”

Millie ran down the hall. They heard the bathroom door shut and then the lock clicked into place. And out of place. And back into place. Four times.

So maybe Millie was more Brooke’s Mini-Me than Mindy’s . . . Brooke didn’t know much about kids, and she was certainly in no position to tell her sister how to live her life, but things did seem out of control—something Mindy had never been a day in her life. Her car was parked in Brooke’s short driveway, the doors open. Two little boys were rolling around on the grass. One was naked.

“Yours, I presume,” Brooke said.

Mindy was staring at them like one might stare at an impending train wreck. “Yeah. Want one?”

She ignored the way her stomach clenched. “Tell me more about Linc.”

Mindy sighed. “I keep up the house, work at the shop thirty hours a week, and handle all the kid and life stuff. I’m the heavy. The bad cop. And I get that Linc and his brother, Ethan, had to take over their dad’s medical practice when he had a stroke, but that wasn’t in our life plan. And now Ethan’s having some sort of midlife crisis and taking a lot of time off, which leaves Linc working seventy hours a week. When he finally walks in after a long day, I’m invisible. And the kids, they love the good cop. I want to be the good cop.”

“So be the good cop,” Brooke said.

“I can’t be the good cop. I’ve tried. I’m too anal.” Mindy lowered her voice to a whisper. “I want to be you, Brooke. You get to bounce all over the planet, living out wild adventure after wild adventure, and you get paid to do it. No wonder you never come home.”

It wasn’t adventure that kept her away from Wildstone. Shame, maybe. Okay, definitely. And regrets. Lots of regrets. She’d been haunted by them for seven years, throughout which she’d stayed away from her childhood town, only four hours north of here.

But sometimes in the deep dark of the night, she dreamed about going back.

Pushing those thoughts aside, she stared into her sister’s red-rimmed, despairing eyes. She knew despair. She knew it to the depths of her soul, and some of the pent-up resentment she’d been holding for Mindy and her very perfect life shifted slightly. It didn’t fade away, not exactly; more like it just moved over to make room for a teeny-tiny amount of compassion and empathy. “Why don’t you head into the kitchen and pour yourself a glass of wine,” she said. “I’ve got the kids for now.”

“You do?” Mindy asked with clear disbelief.

“Yeah.” If there was one thing Brooke had down, it was the ability to bullshit her way through any situation. She’d summited Mount Kilimanjaro, the roof of Africa. She’d been one of the few to get to and photograph the limestone formations of the Stone Forest in China. She’d gone swimming with giants—migrating humpback whales—along the waters of Ningaloo Reef in Australia. Certainly she could handle her sister and her kids. She waited until Mindy had vanished inside before calling out to the boys wrestling in the grass. “Hey.”

Neither of them looked at her.

She put two fingers in her mouth and whistled. Loudly. All destruction and mayhem stopped on a dime and two sets of eyeballs turned her way. “Inside,” she said. “Everyone to the couch.”

The boys met up with the freshly washed-up Millie in the living room, and they all sat, even the naked one. Brooke winced, but let it go. She opened her laptop and scrolled her way to a menu of Disney flicks to stream. They were rated by viewer age, which was helpful. “Okay, so you’re almost three,” she said, pointing to the nudie-patootie, Maddox. “And almost four, right?” she asked the one with clothes, which meant he was Mason. He nodded, and she turned to the oldest. “Millie?”

Millie didn’t answer.

Brooke looked at Mason.

“She’s almost eight,” he said.

Brooke looked at Millie. “Is this movie okay?”

Millie didn’t answer this question, either.

“You have to call her Princess Millie,” Mason said. His knee was bloody. “She only answers to Princess Millie.”

“Right.” Brooke sent a glance toward the kitchen, but heard nothing from Mindy. Either she’d made a run for it through the garage, or she was hiding out, drinking her wine in peace. Brooke went to her backpack, pulled out the first-aid kit she always carried with her, and grabbed the antiseptic.

Mason covered his knee. “Only need a Band-Aid.”

While she could appreciate the sentiment more than he knew, the cut was dirty. She doctored him up and looked at Millie. “Back to the movie. The Lion King or no?”

Millie shook her head. “The dad dies and it makes Mad Dog cry.”

“Yeah, me, too,” Brooke said, and scrolled to Toy Story 3.

“That one makes all of us cry,” Millie said. “And you can’t play Frozen, either. Mason will sing it for three straight days until Momma says she needs a pill.”

They finally settled on Cars 3. Brooke brought Maddox his clothes.

“Don’t forget a diaper!” Millie said. “Or we’ll all be sorry.”

Right. A diaper. Brooke helped the kid into everything. She then tented a big soft blanket over the back of the couch to the coffee table, pinning it in place with several heavy books, one of which was filled with her own photography. From the old days, back when she was actually having the adventures Mindy thought she was still having.

“Yay, a fort!” Mason yelled enthusiastically.

Maddox barked with equal enthusiasm, flashing a smile and a devastatingly adorable dimple while he was at it.

“Aunt Brooke is the best,” Brooke heard Millie whisper to her brothers.

She smiled with pride, and felt a sense of warmth and affection that had been all too rare in her world lately. But along with the goodness came something else. A sense of dread. Because blood or not, family or not, this couldn’t happen. She couldn’t fall for Mindy’s kids, no matter how much she wanted to.

“Mad Dog!” Millie suddenly cried out, voice muffled like maybe she was holding her hand over her mouth. “You pooped!”

This was followed by a giggle. Mad Dog, presumably. Thank God for diapers.

“You’re supposed to do that in the bathroom!” Millie yelled. “Mom said!” And then she yanked the blanket down around them to dramatically gasp in some fresh air.

Mason and Maddox were rolling with helpless laughter.

“Boys are disgusting,” Millie announced.

Brooke shrugged. “You might think differently in a few years.”

“No way.” She jabbed a finger at Maddox. “He needs changing. If you don’t do it right away, he gets a rash and screams bloody murder.”

Brooke slid another look toward the kitchen. Still nothing from Mindy. So she scooped up Maddox and then nearly staggered back from the stench coming off the sweet little boy.

At the look on her face, Maddox giggled again and drooled down her front.

“You know what would be even funnier?” she asked, walking him out to Mindy’s car to find his diaper bag and then changing him outside on her porch lounge so that she didn’t have to hazmat her place afterward. “If you used the toilet like a big boy and showed your siblings what you’re capable of.”

He stared up at her, not committing to anything, but clearly considering it.

When she was done, she brought him inside, sprayed some Febreze, and re-created the blanket fort. Then she walked into the kitchen.

No Mindy.

Troublesome. Brooke filled a bowl with cut-up apples and a pile of almond butter for dipping, and thrust it into the fort.

It was immediately accepted with squeals of delight.

Proud of her aunting skills, Brooke went in search of her sister. It was with great relief that she found Mindy in her bedroom, sprawled out on the bed with a bottle of wine.

No glass.

“You’re drinking in my bed,” Brooke said, trying not to hyperventilate.

“Do you mind?”

Her OCD sure did. “Um—”

“Mom called,” Mindy murmured, staring off into space. “She told me that my husband and children are perfect.” She took a swig of wine. Clearly not her first. Or tenth. “Which means it’s me.”

Brooke took the bottle and set it on the nightstand.

Mindy flopped to her back on the mattress. “Oh my God, Brooke. This bed. It’s heaven.” She rolled around. “Your sheets are clean. You’ve got plants that haven’t been eaten. There’s no poop anywhere. It smells delicious.”

“Okay, seriously.” Brooke sat on the edge of the bed. “You’re scaring me. Who are you and what did you do to my sister?”

From the bathroom in the hallway, Mason called out, “I finished!”

Mindy sighed. “He doesn’t wipe efficiently and needs to be checked. As for what happened to me, I had babies.”

Brooke didn’t flinch. Progress. “You still haven’t told me about Linc, other than that he’s working long hours and is the good cop.”

“I never see him. A few days ago, he left for a conference in Florida with some colleagues and suggested I take the kids to Mom and Dad’s while he’s gone. So I asked Brittney if she wanted to come with me, but she said she couldn’t. Then later that same day on her Instagram, she was on a beach.”

“Okay,” Brooke said. “So . . . ?”

“So what if she’s on a beach in Florida with my husband?”

“Is someone going to come check me?” Mason yelled.

Brooke stuck her head out the bedroom door. “Listen, kid, you’re going to need to hang on a second, or handle the paper work yourself.” She turned to Mindy. “Have you actually talked to Linc?”

“No. He’s too busy. We’ve got a rule—when he’s traveling, we only check in via text once a day unless there’s an emergency. It’s because he’s so busy, and when he doesn’t call me all the time, I tend to get murderous and want to kill him. Hence the rule.”

Brooke loved Linc, and she got it. Mindy could be incredibly . . . needy, but she thought the rule was pretty shitty. “Maybe you’re wrong about all of this. And anyway, what does this Brittney chick have that you don’t?”

“Uh, boobs that haven’t been ravaged by three babies. And a waist. And I bet she doesn’t pee a little when she sneezes.”

Brooke grimaced. “Okay, let’s stay on topic. You’re the goal-orientated one here. What’s your goal?”

Mindy stared at her blankly.

“What do you need?” Brooke prompted.

“Linc to say he can’t live without me. In lieu of that, I could use a day or two away from the merry-go-round before I fall off and can’t get up.”

“You need to tell Linc this, all of it.”

“But I want him to just know.” Mindy reached for the wine and took another swig before squeezing out a few more tears.

Brooke sighed. If there was one thing you could say about the Lemon sisters, it was that they were night and day. Oil and water. Apples and oranges. But here was the thing—night and day melded together twice every twenty-four hours, oil and water could be forced to work together with a good shake, and apples and oranges were still both fruit. “What if I take the kids away for a few days?” she heard herself say. “You could stay here and relax.”

“Where would you go? To Wildstone?”

The thought brought a burst of hope and an equal burst of gut-wrenching anxiety. To go to Wildstone, she’d not only have to face her past, but the consequences of that past. “I was thinking maybe Disneyland. I’ve got some free passes. Perks of the trade.”

Mindy looked so hopeful it hurt. “You’d do that for me?”

Damn, she’d really been a crappy sister. “Yes. Now go to sleep. We can make plans in the morning,” she said, hoping this whole meltdown thing wasn’t contagious. Once again, she wrestled the wine away from Mindy’s hot hands and set the bottle on the dresser. Then she pulled off her sister’s sneakers and eyed the rest of her clothes. “How comfortable are those yoga pants?”

“They’re my skinny-weight ones. But since I’m not at my skinny weight, they’re not comfortable at all.” Mindy paused. “I’m not even at my medium weight. I’m the heavyweight champ right now, but I threw away all my heavyweight clothes.”

“Why?”

“Because my skinny-weight self is a complete selfish bitch who thought I had more control than I do,” Mindy wailed.

“You’re not fat, you’re just . . . easier to see.” Brooke tugged off Mindy’s leggings and set her hands on her hips. “I get that life sucks right now, but that’s never a reason to wear granny panties. Like, ever.”

“My skinny panties give me wedgies.” With a sigh, Mindy turned on her side and curled up in just her T-shirt and granny panties.

Brooke spread a blanket over her.

“But the kids,” her sister said, eyes already closed. “I’ve gotta make sure the kids brush and floss and clean up . . .”

Mindy infamously micromanaged everything and everyone around her because she hated surprises. Brooke was the opposite. If you asked anyone who knew her, they’d say she was the free bird, the wanderlust spirit, the . . . well, the crazy one.

They had the crazy part right, especially given what she was about to say. “I got them. Just sleep.” And please God, wake up like your usual calm, unruffled bitch self . . .

“Thanks,” Mindy murmured. “I owe you one.”

“Wiiiiiiiipe meeeeeeee!” Mason bellowed.

With a sigh, Brooke headed down the hall to save the kid, thinking she was going to have no problem not falling for these kids after all.




Chapter 2

“The cats have been fed, do not listen to their bullshit.”

The next morning, Brooke had the boys in the car and was just waiting on Millie to make her way from the front door. They’d all said good-bye to Mindy. Millie had gone last and was skipping toward the car and counting her steps. “One, two, three, four, one, two, three, four, one, two, three, four . . .”

Brooke’s heart squeezed, but she smiled at the girl. “Hop in.”

“Do you have hand sanitizer?”

“Always,” Brooke assured her. “In my backpack. Help yourself.”

Millie smiled gratefully and went to climb into the car, shuffling her feet at the last minute because she was only on “three” and needed one more step to get to “four.”

The kids had no idea what their destination was. All they knew was that they were going to get to spend two days with Auntie Brooke—yay! Mindy had said it was best to surprise them to keep expectations low. Brooke was pretty sure that was a statement on her ability to “aunt,” but she got it. She had things to prove, to the both of them. She hoped to surprise the kids and herself.

Up ahead was a freeway transition. If she stayed where she was, they’d go south. South would take them to Disneyland. If she changed lanes to go north, it’d take them up the coast of California. They could go to Santa Barbara. San Francisco.

Or Wildstone.

She bit her lip, thoughts racing. Disneyland would be a huge hit. But anyone could survive a trip to Disneyland. She didn’t want to just survive. Been there, done that . . . barely. And then there was the real problem. Thoughts of Wildstone wouldn’t leave her alone. She’d left there without looking back under less than ideal circumstances of her own making. She’d hurt people, people who hadn’t deserved it.

So maybe she could go do something constructive for a change, something to right some wrongs. At the thought, she channeled her inner Mindy and organized herself, formulating a plan for how to fix not just her sister’s problems, but her own as well. Her mental list was:


	Face Wildstone again.

	Kick Linc’s ass.

	Face her own regrettable past actions, the worst of which had affected a certain six-foot-tall blast from her past whom she’d not faced since.



The only problem with this plan was it was an odd number of things. So she added one more:


	Return to LA a new Brooke. Or, better yet, the old old Brooke, so she could get her life back, including the principal photography job she missed.



A quarter of a mile left to make her decision. Sucking in a deep breath, she changed lanes. They were going north. To Wildstone. She was going to be unselfish, she was going to fix things, because that’s what grown-ups did, and she was supposedly one of those now.

“You’re going sixty,” Millie noted very seriously.

Brooke nodded. “It’s the speed limit.”

“Earlier you went to sixty-four.”

“Yes. I was passing someone.”

Millie met her gaze in the rearview mirror. “You like even numbers like I do.”

The solemn expression on the little girl’s face cracked Brooke’s heart wide-open, making her more honest than she might’ve been. “I do.”

Millie thought about that for a beat and nodded, a very small smile crossing her mouth. “I’ve never met anyone like us.”

Brooke’s heart pinched again, and when her phone buzzed, she had to swallow the lump in her throat to answer.

“Am I on speaker?” Mindy asked. “And the correct answer is yes.”

“Of course you’re on speaker,” Brooke said, and, grimacing, put Mindy on speaker.

“Now make sure Millie’s got her headphones on and isn’t listening.”

Brooke eyed Millie, whose head was now bopping to some kid tunes. “Done.”

“She’s got some things you’ll need to work around,” Mindy said.

“Things?”

Mindy sighed. “She needs to have her hands clean at all times. She can’t touch stuff if she thinks it’s dirty. She counts in fours, often out loud. Things have to be even. Even steps. Even miles per hour for your speed in the car. The thermostat. Everything, it all has to be even.”

“So?” Brooke asked carefully.

“So it’s who she is. Her pediatrician says the OCD isn’t a problem right now, and we’re watching it, but people don’t always understand her quirks, and that upsets her.”

From a young age, Brooke had done the same things as Millie, but knowing she was different, she’d hidden her “quirks,” even from Mindy. That Millie didn’t hide them made Brooke’s neglected heart ache with pride for the kid. “I told you I’ve got this, and I do. I’ll take care of her.” Great job on not getting attached . . . “Of all of them.”

Mindy was quiet a moment, and when she spoke, her voice was soft and grateful. “Thanks. You’re a good sister.”

She wasn’t, not even close. But she was going to fix that, too. “And I changed my mind on the vacay at you-know-where. We’re going to Wildstone, so take your time to rest up and stuff, and then you can meet us there.”

“Oh my God, really?” Mindy asked, voice now filled with excitement. “You’re going home? That’s amazing! Thank you! Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent.” Okay, maybe ten, but that could be her own little secret. “Gotta go, Min. Don’t drink all my wine, and don’t drink it in my bed.”

The drive up the California coast was stunning—rolling green hills on the right, the shiny blue Pacific Ocean on the left—but the kids weren’t impressed. It took all of ten minutes for them to get restless. Mason was thirsty, Millie wanted to switch seats, and Maddox kept barking. “What do you all want to be when you grow up?” Brooke finally asked out of desperation.

“A space cowboy,” Mason yelled with glee.

“He means astronaut,” Millie said. “He just can’t say it.”

“Can so. Ass-not.”

Millie lifted a palm, like, See?

Brooke eyed Mason in the rearview mirror. “To be an astronaut, you have to study hard, go to college, and learn a lot of science.”

Mason shrugged, unconcerned. “So? That’s just three things.”

Brooke had to laugh at the brilliant simplicity of that statement. “Maybe you should become a motivational speaker.”

“Do they get as much candy as they want?” Mason asked.

“I’m going to be a real princess,” Millie interrupted. “And I’m not going to have to marry a prince first, either.”

“Arf!” Maddox said.

“He’s going to be a dog,” Millie translated.

And so the drive went. At one point, Maddox dropped his favorite stuffed puppy into Millie’s lap.

“Finders keepers,” Millie said.

Maddox started wailing.

“Millie,” Brooke said. “Can you hand that back to him, please?”

Millie was playing on Brooke’s iPad and didn’t respond.

“Millie.”

Nothing.

Brooke sighed. “Princess Millie, give your brother back his puppy before I stop this car and take away the iPad.”

Millie shoved the puppy back into Maddox’s arms. He instantly stopped the crocodile tears and flashed a cute, dimpled smile at Brooke via the rearview mirror.

Thirty-two-point-five months old, and already a lady killer.

They were past Santa Barbara and into the home stretch when they stopped for gas. Brooke was out of the car for maybe a total of four minutes, but when she got back in, Mason’s lip was bleeding. Neither of his siblings could tell her what had happened.

At least they knew the first rule of Fight Club. “Let’s fix that up, kiddo,” Brooke said.

He covered it with his hands. “No. A Band-Aid will do it . . .”

That seemed to be his life motto. The kid was a genius.

“He doesn’t like being doctored up,” Millie said.

“Well, who does,” Brooke murmured, understanding Mason on a base level.

Four hours outside LA, they finally pulled into Wildstone, a mid-California coastal town of rolling green hills and pristine beaches. Back in the late 1800s, it’d been a gold-mining town, complete with clapboard sidewalks and a commercial row made up of saloons and whorehouses. Luckily the town fathers had changed with the times, and 150 years later, Wildstone was thriving. But it wasn’t thanks to saloons and whorehouses. That honor went to wineries and ranching.

Commercial Row had put on some new lipstick since Brooke had last driven through. The buildings were freshly renovated, but the place still said “Wild Wild West”—part of its charm, she supposed. She passed the redbrick firehouse where she and her family used to go for the annual pancake breakfast on July 4. The county library where in the very back corner they shelved the historical romances that had given her the best sex ed a girl could get. Then Caro’s Café, which had the best maple bacon on the planet as far as Brooke was concerned.

Then, on the far side of town, she drove by the state park where she’d broken her arm falling out of a huge oak tree, which still stood there. She’d received her first kiss leaning up against that thick trunk. She’d been playing tag with their neighbor Garrett Montgomery—number three on her new life plan. Back then, he’d been fourteen to her twelve, but his life experiences had made him seem years older than her.

She’d loved every second of that kiss and had spent the rest of her youth chasing silly dreams and fantasies. But her love life had not gone in the comfortable, safe, cozy direction that Mindy and Linc’s had. She and Garrett had not found their happily ever after.

She was still thinking of that as she pulled into the driveway of her childhood home. Garrett might’ve been her first crush, but she’d always been far too flawed for more. She was still too flawed.

“Home!” Mason yelled jubilantly.

Home . . . Mindy and Linc had bought the house from her parents, and it sat between a horse ranch and a homestead. Still sitting behind the wheel, Brooke was bombarded with memories. Scaling the side of the house at age thirteen to sit on the roof, much to her parents’ horror. Running over the mailbox at sixteen. Leaving at eighteen to find adventures.

Shoving that all aside, she helped the kids out of the car and eyed the front lawn. There was a complicated trail of yellow plastic that looked like some sort of obstacle course running up and over an upside-down wheelbarrow, around a tree, and down the porch stairs, with a sharp curve that ended in a kiddie pool. “What the—”

“Daddy and Uncle Garrett built us a homemade Slip ’N Slide,” Millie said. “We’re only allowed to use it when Momma’s outside with us cuz she thinks it’s dangerous.”

“Nuh-huh,” Mason said. “She said ‘stupid.’”

Brooke had to agree with her sister. “So your daddy and . . .” She paused on the name. “Uncle Garrett are close?”

“They’re best friends,” Millie said. “They do everything together.”

Oh boy. She’d known Garrett was still in town because she followed Mindy on Instagram and had seen the occasional pic of him. She hadn’t realized he and Linc had stayed close. Her stomach churned as she stared up at the house where she and Mindy had grown up playing, fighting, laughing, fighting some more . . . A lot of that with Garrett.

As a rule, she didn’t spend much time dwelling on the past. She liked to think she had a good head on her shoulders, but she did tend to bypass her brain and lead with her gut instead of thinking things through. She loved her parents, but they’d often acted without thinking, too. They’d fallen in love young and had gone on to marry and divorce, then marry and divorce again, after which they hadn’t spoken for years.

Now they were “dating” again, and kept saying, “We’ll just see what happens . . .”

Brooke knew what that meant. They’d run off somewhere to stand in front of a judge and say their vows. Again. And then they’d fight over the business. Again. Or where to go on vacation. Or their very different definitions of the word monogamy . . .

It was a crazy way to live. An even crazier way to raise kids, but hey, who was she to judge? Still, she’d learned a few things. She didn’t want a relationship like that. And though she loved what Linc and Mindy had—assuming Linc wasn’t sleeping with the nanny—she didn’t want that, either. For a long time, she thought what she wanted was adventure.

But the helo crash had changed everything she thought she knew about herself, and now, even seven years later, she still didn’t know who she was.

She unlocked the front door with Maddox in one arm and Mason in the other, meanwhile nudging Millie along with a knee—seriously, why did people have three kids when they had only two hands?

In the foyer, one wall was lined with tools and a stack of tarps. Linc and Mindy appeared to be in the midst of a remodel, which turned out to be a blessing. With everything looking so completely different, she didn’t drown in memories. A bonus. Boosted by that, she got everyone inside, and Mindy was right—it did stink in here. “What’s that?”

“Smells like one of Mad Dog’s diapers,” Millie said, wrinkling her nose.

Sure enough, the trash hadn’t been taken out. Brooke handled that pronto and then gathered everyone in the kitchen.

“I’m hungry,” Princess Millie announced.

“Me, too,” Mason said.

“You only said that because I said it,” Millie said. “You’re a copycat.”

“But I am hungry,” Mason said.

Maddox barked, whether to say he was hungry or in agreement that Mason was a copycat, Brooke had no idea. She went through the kitchen and knew she’d have to go to the store first thing in the morning. If she’d been home, she’d just order groceries online and have them delivered same day. But when she brought up a food delivery app, she discovered Wildstone hadn’t joined the digital age. There was no same-day delivery. There was no delivery service at all. In the freezer, she found some gluten-free, dairy-free mac and cheese that sounded . . . not promising. But there were also chicken hot dogs. So she panfried those, nuked the mac and cheese, chopped up some broccoli, and tossed it all together.

“Momma says the mac and cheese is for emergencies only,” Millie said. “Our plates are supposed to have at least three colors. Mostly we have to eat stuff that comes from the ground.”

“Tonight’s orange and brown!” Mason said cheerfully, and licked his plate clean.

“And green,” Brooke said. “That’s three.”

Millie held up her hands and walked to the sink to wash them for the hundredth time that day. She carefully dried off, then stared at them. “My skin’s ir-cated.”

“Irritated. And maybe you could try and skip a few washings.”

“Can’t.”

Brooke nodded. She got it. She pulled a hand lotion from her backpack and set it on the counter. “Use this after you wash. It’ll help.”

She then unpacked the kids and ran laundry with everyone underfoot, making her realize she hadn’t had a second alone to herself, not even to pee. Apparently privacy went the way of the dodo bird when you were a mom. She texted Mindy to check in and then ignored her sister’s million subsequent texts attempting to micromanage from LA.

She was really starting to understand Linc’s single-check-intext-a-day rule.

At some point, Maddox had stripped and was running around with his biscuits hanging out. Mason was trying on Millie’s clean clothes, and since this didn’t seem to upset Millie in the least, Brooke let him be. When she got down to the socks in the clean laundry basket, she whistled for everyone to gather round. “We’re going to play the sock game. Whoever matches the most pairs wins and gets to pick tonight’s movie.”

“Don’t let Millie win,” Mason whined, wearing a sunshine-yellow sundress and black tube socks. “She’ll pick a princess movie!”

“The princess movies are all broken,” Brooke said, and was surprised when everyone accepted this as gospel. Hey, she thought, maybe this isn’t so hard . . .

BUT BY BEDTIME, Brooke was stick-a-fork-in-her done. She got the kids into their beds and watched Maddox fall asleep on his back, arms and legs flung out, blissfully peaceful.

“Don’t grow up,” she whispered, and stroked his hair from his face. “It’s a trap.”

She wandered the house. Her childhood bedroom was now Millie’s. The master bedroom suite was available, but that didn’t feel right. So instead of going to sleep, she got herself a big, fat bowl of the ice cream she’d found in the freezer and stepped out onto the back porch.

The silence was the first thing to strike her. She’d forgotten the quiet of Wildstone. No highway noise, no trucks, no temper-driven honking from drivers stuck in traffic, no city lights . . . nothing but the sound of the night breeze in the oak trees, the singing crickets, the faraway sound of a coyote howl, and . . . a meow.

She straightened and strained to hear it again. When it came, she left the porch and followed the sound across the yard, passing the homemade Slip ’N Slide, to the house next door. For her entire childhood, the neighboring property had belonged to a wonderful woman she’d known only as Ann, who’d been a foster parent to so many kids over the years that Brooke had lost count.

She ended up on Ann’s back deck, where she was pretty sure the soft, hungry, sad-sounding meow had come from. “Hello?” she called softly. “Are you hurt?”

“Meow.” The cat that came out from beneath the porch was black as night, except for four white paws, and massive. With a welcoming chirp, she trotted toward Brooke, belly swinging to and fro with every step.

“Aw.” She bent down as the cat wrapped around her ankles. “Are you scared? Have you been abandoned? Are you hungry?”

“No, yes, and yes,” came an almost unbearably familiar male voice.

Garrett Montgomery rose out of a porch chair she hadn’t even noticed and gestured to a small wooden sign that read:

THE CATS HAVE BEEN FED, DO NOT LISTEN TO THEIR BULLSHIT.

Brooke had stilled at the sound of Garrett’s voice, but now she choked out a laugh. “Yours?” she asked, nodding to the cat.

He gave a single, barely there nod.

She had so many questions. How had he been, what was he doing here in this house he’d grown up in, did he hate her . . . In the end, she asked the only question she could. “What’s her name?” she managed.

“Princess Jasmine. She was abandoned a few years ago by a neighbor who moved on without her. Not that he deserved her, anyway. And yes, she thinks she’s hungry. She’s always hungry. I can’t quite convince her she needs a diet.”

Brooke was having a hard time getting air into her lungs. Not in the same way as she did in her nightmares; nothing as simple as that. This felt like a ball of nostalgia, yearning, and need all mixed together and stuck dead center in her throat. Garrett had been one of Ann’s foster kids. He’d also been Brooke’s first crush. Her first heartbreak. Her first everything.

And they hadn’t spoken in . . . well, years.

All her doing.

The air crackled with awkwardness and regrets. So much regret. And while she was shocked to the core to see him, she could tell he wasn’t surprised in the least to see her. She let out a shaky breath and met his gaze for the first time in seven years. His eyes were amused but distant—which she 100 percent deserved. “You adopted her,” she guessed. “And let Millie name her.”

“Actually, she adopted me, and yes.”

The ball of emotion in her throat swelled. It might’ve been seven years, but she knew this man, knew that he knew a little something about abandonment and had lived his life accordingly. “Sucker,” she said lightly, and scooped up the cat, who lifted her face to rub against Brooke’s. “You’d adopt a coyote if it came knocking at your door in need.”

He lifted a shoulder in a guilty-as-charged gesture.

They stared at each other some more, and something heavy slid through her. More regret, and the sense of a future lost. Swallowing hard, she handed him his cat. “How’ve you been?”

He gave one short, mirthless laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”

Yeah, he was right. Turned out you really couldn’t go home again. She’d actually thought she could. She’d told herself he deserved the closure, and if he hated her, she’d just have to take it. And in the meantime, she’d get to know her niece and nephews before heading back to LA. But she’d been stupid to think she could handle any of it. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

One sardonic eyebrow raised. “For?”

She was short of air again. Dammit. “You know what? It’s late. Good night.” And acting like the coward she’d been for the past seven years, she walked away. Actually, she ran, her sneakers making squeaky noises on the grass as she counted her steps. Because maybe the old Brooke had been fearless and brave, but the new Brooke was nothing but a big, fat scaredy-cat, and she’d just proven it.
 



Chapter 3

“You going to make mashed potatoes with that thing, or hit me over the head?”

Back at the house, Brooke collapsed in exhaustion on the couch in the living room. “That’s definitely enough todaying for today . . .” she murmured, and closed her eyes.

She was awoken an hour later by an unfortunately familiar sound.

Someone was throwing up. And that someone was throwing up while padding down the hall toward her.

Maddox.

He was crying, nose running, puke-faced, and she was torn between wanting to cuddle him close or run in the other direction. Her sense of auntie obligation won, so she scooped him up. She had to hold her breath, but she got him cleaned, changed, and tucked back into bed.

That’s when Princess Millie appeared and also threw up.

And where there were two, there were always three. Not ten minutes after she’d soothed Maddox and Millie, then Mason was also getting sick.

And then the cycle began all over again.

She’d stepped into her own horror flick.

HOURS LATER, UP to her elbows in poop and puke and exhausted to the bone, Brooke laid Maddox back into his little toddler bed and stroked his hair from his face as he clung to her hand.

“You’re going to be okay,” she whispered softly.

He sent her a sweet, sleepy smile and flashed that dimple, and her damn heart snagged in her chest. Seriously, how was she supposed to resist? He had huge green eyes and drooled when he smiled at her, and he hugged her with his grimy, disgusting hands and loved her with his sweet, undamaged heart. Gah.

Since dawn was making an appearance, she didn’t bother to attempt sleep. Instead, she obsessively scrubbed the sick germs from every nook and cranny of the entire house, including under the couch. She was demolishing all the dust bunnies when she found a tortoise.

A live tortoise.

She texted a pic of it to Mindy with a “WTF” and got a response that Ketchup the Tortoise was Mason’s; he was shy and considerate. He had an aquarium on the floor in the laundry room, complete with a heat lamp and drinking water, but it was left open so he could have the freedom of the place. He went to the bathroom next to his aquarium on a bed of paper towels and he ate out of a pie tin that Brooke should put lettuce and strawberries in once a day—which was all in the instructions Mindy had emailed, and why wasn’t Brooke reading her emails?

“I can’t even,” Brooke said to the room, and then proceeded to lose her phone while using it as a flashlight to stare at Ketchup. She frantically slapped her pockets for an embarrassingly long moment before realizing she was an idiot. She moved to the kitchen and stared out the window, wishing for . . . what? A nap? Caffeine?

A one-way ticket to Mars?

She heard the front door open and close, then footsteps heading her way—light, unhurried footsteps, like maybe her home invader/thief/possible murderer was in no rush. Well, that made one of them. Whirling around, she grabbed the first thing she came to. A potato masher.

Garrett stood in the doorway. “You going to make mashed potatoes with that thing, or hit me over the head?”

She considered hitting him over the head, but wait a minute. He was holding . . . a bag from McDonald’s. Be still her heart. Setting the masher down, she turned to wash her hands. Twice.

“You okay?” Garrett asked.

She might’ve taken comfort in the question, but his voice held that same cool, distant tone as it had last night. He had not forgiven her. She told herself she understood that. “I’m great. I mean, I did just spend a full minute looking for my phone while using it as a flashlight, but everyone does that, right?”

His smile was polite, the kind he’d always reserved for teachers and adults in general, and if she’d had any heart left, it would’ve cracked. She chalked that up to being awake all night, and she was pretty sure she still smelled like puke. Garrett, on the other hand, looked better than anyone had a right to this early in the morning. “So what are you doing here?” she asked. “And why do I feel like I’m the only one of us surprised to see each other?”

“Mindy called me yesterday. Said you were coming home with the kids.”

Her pulse was thundering so hard she was certain he could hear it. “Mindy called you?” she repeated inanely.

“Yeah.” He handed her the coffee, opened the bag, and held out an Egg McMuffin. “And again this morning. She wanted me to tell you that it’s possible the kids got food poisoning from your mom’s egg sandwiches the morning they showed up at your place. She said she feels really bad about it, but didn’t know until she got a text from your mom late last night—”

He stopped talking and went brows up when Brooke took a long, deep pull of the coffee like her life depended on it. Because it did. “So you’re still tight with Mindy,” she said when the caffeine hit her bloodstream. “And . . . you live next door.”

“Yes. I bought Ann’s house a while back.”

She’d first met Garrett the day he’d shown up as the new kid on the school bus. When a stupid boy several years older than all of them had started to pick on Mindy, Brooke had gotten up to sock him in the nose, but Garrett beat her to it.

Neither Mindy nor Brooke had ever had to take a stand again, although Brooke had still done so, unable to stop herself from being what the school liked to call difficult.

She’d made that a lifelong thing. From a young age, all she’d ever wanted was adventure. She’d been the only one in her family with the “wanderlust,” as her mom called it, becoming absorbed early on in photography and rock climbing. The minute Brooke had turned eighteen, she’d left home to work for an adventure guide company, working her way up from scrub to guide for a few years before landing a job at the Travel Network. Her parents hadn’t been thrilled, but they’d let her go. She’d used Wildstone as her home base, but she’d been gone more often than not, which had suited her because there’d been no future for her in Wildstone beyond working for her dad at POP Smoothies. And while she loved a good smoothie, she needed more.

She’d gotten it, along with a whole bunch of things she hadn’t counted on.

Garrett was lounging against the granite countertop, calmly studying her. She had no such ability to be calm. Not with her very messy, god-awful past and her equally messy, murky present colliding. Which was why you came here, she reminded herself. To make amends. To apologize, so that maybe she could also forgive herself and then move on. She could go back to LA and be the Brooke of old again.

But she didn’t have the words for all that, mostly because she couldn’t stop staring at Garrett. He was tall and broad, with messy, sun-kissed
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