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Reese

The voicemail had been sitting in my inbox for three days.

I knew because I'd stared at it approximately forty-seven times—once every hour and a half, apparently, like some kind of masochist with a timer. The morning light filtered through the bars on my fire escape, cutting shadows across the stack of cardboard boxes I'd been avoiding since... well. Since always.

My coffee tasted like burnt regret. Or maybe that was just Brooklyn water.

"Ms. Holloway, this is Richard Pembrook with Pembrook & Associates. I'm calling regarding your grandmother's estate. The Holloway Lodge is entering foreclosure proceedings. We need to discuss your options. Please call me back at your earliest convenience. Also..." A pause. Papers shuffling. "I should mention that Holden Winter has expressed interest in acquiring the property. I thought you should know."

My thumb hovered over the delete button.

Holden Winter.

I hadn't heard that name spoken aloud in eight years. I'd gotten extremely good at not thinking it, not saying it, not letting it anywhere near the carefully constructed life I'd built in this shoebox apartment with its persistent radiator clank and neighbors who had loud sex at 2 AM every Thursday like clockwork.

The coffee mug trembled. I set it down too hard. Brown liquid sloshed onto the stack of freelance invoices I'd been pretending were enough to constitute a career.

Holden wanted the lodge.

My grandmother's lodge. The place where I'd spent every summer until I was twenty-two, learning to make beds with hospital corners and how to smile at entitled tourists and how to fall in love with a boy who looked at me like I was the first sunrise he'd ever seen.

The place I'd left the morning after the worst night of my life.

And he wanted to buy it.

"Absolutely not," I said out loud to my empty apartment. A siren wailed somewhere on the street below. No one answered. No one ever did.

I pulled up the email Richard Pembrook had sent as a follow-up. The numbers were worse than I'd imagined. Gram had mortgaged the lodge three times in the last five years, trying to keep it afloat as her health declined. The property taxes alone were astronomical. Past due notices attached as PDFs. Final warnings.

Six weeks.

That's all the time I had before the bank took it. Before everything my grandmother had built—had loved—became someone else's. Became his.

I could almost hear Gram's voice, rough from fifty years of tobacco she'd quit too late to matter. "Reese Holloway, you don't run from hard things. You run toward them and you punch them in the mouth."

Except I had run. From Cedarstone, from the lodge, from the boy with the broken smile and hands that knew exactly how to take me apart. I'd run all the way to New York and called it ambition. Called it healing. Called it anything except what it was.

Cowardice.

My phone buzzed. A text from my sister Ivy, who had the annoying habit of psychic timing.

Ivy: Did you call the lawyer yet or are we still pretending you're not going back?

I typed and deleted four responses before settling on:

Me: I'm thinking about it.

Ivy: You've been thinking for three days. That's just anxiety with extra steps.

Ivy: Also I Googled him. Holden. He got HOT. Like, lumberjack-model hot. I'm just saying.

Me: Not helpful.

Ivy: Counterpoint: VERY helpful. Go get your lodge and your man. I'll forward your mail.

I shoved my phone between the couch cushions before she could send another message.

The thing was, Ivy was right. About the lodge, anyway. The man was... complicated. The man was eight years of silence and questions I'd stopped asking because the answers felt like they'd break me.

But the lodge.

Gram had left it to me for a reason. Even when I'd stopped visiting, stopped calling, stopped being the granddaughter she'd raised half the year while my parents chased their own dreams across three continents. Even when I'd made it clear I wanted nothing to do with Cedarstone or its suffocating small-town judgment or the memories that lived in every corner of that rambling building.

She'd left it to me anyway.

You run toward them and you punch them in the mouth.

I pulled my laptop onto my knees and opened a new browser tab. Cedarstone, Colorado. Population 2,847. Elevation 8,200 feet. Known for: skiing, hiking, aggressive charm, and the kind of natural beauty that made people write bad poetry.

Also known for: being the place where Reese Holloway's life had imploded.

I clicked over to my bank account. The number was depressing but not impossible. I'd been freelancing as a graphic designer for five years, taking whatever contracts kept the lights on and the student loans at bay. I had some savings. Not enough to save the lodge, but enough to get there. To try.

My reflection stared back at me from the black mirror of my turned-off TV. I looked tired. Older than twenty-nine. My hair needed cutting and I'd been wearing the same sweatshirt for three days and somewhere along the way I'd become someone who played it safe.

Someone small.

I hated her a little bit.

The voicemail mocked me from my phone screen. I retrieved it from the couch cushions and played the message one more time, just to make sure I wasn't imagining the part about Holden.

I wasn't.

"Holden Winter has expressed interest in acquiring the property."

The professional tone couldn't mask what that meant. Holden wanted the lodge. Maybe he'd wanted it for years. Maybe he'd been waiting for Gram to die so he could finally erase the last piece of me from Cedarstone.

Or maybe—and this was the thought that made my chest tight—he just wanted something that had been mine. One last time.

"Over my dead body," I whispered.

Then I opened my email and started typing.
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TO: RPEMBROOK@PEMBROOKASSOCIATES.com  

From: reeseholloway.design@gmail.com  

Subject: Re: Holloway Lodge Estate

Mr. Pembrook,

I'll be arriving in Cedarstone within the week to assess the property personally. I'm prepared to take over management and operations of the lodge. Please inform any interested buyers that the property is no longer available for purchase.

I'll be in touch soon to discuss next steps.

Best,  

Reese Holloway

––––––––
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I READ IT FOUR TIMES before hitting send.

Then I opened a new tab and booked a one-way ticket to Denver. The flight was obscenely expensive and left in eighteen hours and I'd have to drive three hours from the airport into the mountains and I didn't let myself think about any of it.

I just clicked "purchase" and watched my bank account drop and felt something like purpose flicker to life in my chest for the first time in years.

My phone buzzed. I expected Ivy. Got Richard Pembrook instead.

Pembrook: Received your email. I'll inform Mr. Winter. I should mention he's expressed willingness to consult on the property's restoration—the building needs significant work to pass inspection. His rates are competitive and he's the best contractor in the county. Worth considering.

My jaw clenched so hard it ached.

Of course Holden was a contractor now. Of course he'd made himself indispensable to Cedarstone. Of course I'd have to see him, work with him, exist in the same space as him and pretend that was fine.

I pulled out my phone and typed a new message before I could second-guess it.

Me: Tell Holden Winter the lodge isn't for sale. I'm coming home.

I stared at the message for a long moment. Then I added:

Me: And I don't need his help.

It was a lie. The lodge was probably falling apart. I had no idea how to run a mountain resort or pass a building inspection or do any of the things Gram had made look easy.

But I'd figure it out.

Anything was better than being in debt to Holden Winter.

I hit send and immediately wanted to take it back. Too late. The message showed as delivered. Then read.

The typing bubbles appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared again.

My heart was doing something irregular and entirely unwelcome.

Finally:

Pembrook: Message delivered to Mr. Winter. He said, and I quote, "We'll see."

I threw my phone onto the couch.

"We'll see," I muttered. "We'll see? What kind of—"

But I knew what kind. The Holden kind. The insufferable, infuriating, too-confident-for-his-own-good kind that had always made me want to either kiss him or kill him, sometimes both at once.

The kind I'd spent eight years trying to forget.

I looked around my apartment. At the life I'd built that suddenly felt like a waiting room. At the boxes I'd packed three months ago when my lease was up and then never moved because I had nowhere to go that felt like more than this.

Maybe Gram had known. Maybe that's why she'd left me the lodge even when I didn't deserve it.

Maybe she'd known I needed a reason to stop running.

I pulled out my suitcase and started packing.

Tomorrow I'd get on a plane. Tomorrow I'd drive into the mountains I'd sworn I'd never see again. Tomorrow I'd walk into the lodge where every room held a ghost and face the man who'd broken my heart and probably still hated me for leaving.

Tomorrow I'd figure out how to save something instead of running from it.

Tonight I'd let myself be terrified.

I pulled out my phone one last time and sent a text to Ivy:

Me: I'm going back.

Her response was immediate:

Ivy: FINALLY. Go get him, tiger.

Me: I'm going for the LODGE. Not him.

Ivy: Sure, Jan.

I didn't respond. Mostly because she was right and I wasn't ready to admit it.

I finished packing in the dark, the city lights painting my walls in shades of gold and amber. Somewhere a car alarm went off. Someone laughed too loud. The couple upstairs started their nightly routine.

And I sat on my suitcase, staring at nothing, thinking about a boy who used to look at me like winter sunlight.

Hating that I still remembered.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Holden

The '68 Bronco had a transmission leak I'd been meaning to fix for six months.

I was under it now, knuckles bloody from a stubborn bolt, the smell of motor oil and old rust filling my lungs. The concrete floor of the garage was cold enough to leech heat straight through my shirt. February in Cedarstone didn't forgive much.

I didn't mind. Pain was just information. Cold was just temperature. And if I stayed under this truck long enough, maybe Marcus would get the hint and leave me alone.

"You're bleeding on the engine," Marcus said from somewhere above me.

"It's my engine."

"That's not really the point."

I torqued the wrench harder than necessary. The bolt gave with a screech of protest. "If you're here to talk about the lodge, the answer's still no."

A pause. Then, "Pembrook called."

My hand slipped. The wrench caught my thumb. I swore, loud and creative.

"Want me to come back?" Marcus asked, and he sounded amused, which meant I was going to have to actually murder my best friend.

"No." I rolled out from under the Bronco, sitting up too fast. Blood rushed to my head. Or maybe that was just anger. Hard to tell anymore. "What did he say?"

Marcus leaned against the workbench, arms crossed. He was wearing his flight suit—must've just come from the helipad. His job was saving people from mountains. Mine was building things. We'd been friends since second grade and sometimes I thought he understood me better than I understood myself.

Which was why he was looking at me like that.

Like he knew exactly what Pembrook had said and was waiting to see if I'd break.

"Holden."

"Just say it."

"She's coming back."

Three words. That's all it took.

The wrench slipped from my hand, clattering against the concrete. I didn't pick it up.

"When?" My voice came out flat. Good. Flat was safe.

"End of the week, apparently. She emailed Pembrook. Said she's taking over the lodge. Managing it herself." Marcus paused, and I could feel him watching me. "She also said to tell you it's not for sale. And that she doesn't need your help."

Something sharp twisted under my ribs.

Reese.

Reese Holloway was coming back to Cedarstone.

After eight years of silence. Eight years of me rebuilding this town one house at a time while trying not to think about the girl who'd left like the place was on fire. Eight years of convincing myself I was fine.

I was fine.

I stood up, wiping my hands on a rag that was already more oil than fabric. "Okay."

"Okay?" Marcus's eyebrows climbed. "That's it? Just 'okay'?"

"What do you want me to say?"

"I don't know, man. Maybe something that indicates you have actual human emotions?" He pushed off the workbench. "You've been trying to buy that lodge for three years. Now the woman you—"

"Don't."

"—used to be in love with is coming back to run it, and you're giving me 'okay'?"

I turned away, grabbed a shop towel, pressed it against my bleeding knuckles. The sting helped. Focused me. "It's her grandmother's legacy. She should have it."

"You don't believe that."

"I do, actually."

"Holden." Marcus moved into my line of sight, because he was an asshole who didn't understand the concept of letting things go. "You gutted yourself when she left. I was there. I watched you—"

"That was a long time ago." I met his eyes. Kept my voice level. "We were kids. It didn't work out. She moved on. So did I."

The lie tasted like copper. Like blood.

Marcus studied me for a long moment. Then he sighed. "You're so full of shit."

"Probably."

"You know she's going to need help, right? That lodge is a disaster. The roof's been leaking for two years. The foundation's questionable. The electrical is probably a fire hazard. She can't do it alone."

"Then she'll hire someone else."

"There is no one else. You're the best contractor in three counties and you know it." He grabbed his jacket from the hook. "Pembrook already told her you're available. As a consultant."

My head snapped up. "He what?"

"Relax. She turned you down. But he scheduled a meeting anyway. Tomorrow at nine. At the lodge." Marcus grinned, and it was the kind of grin that made me regret every life choice that had led to our friendship. "I'm sure it'll be super not awkward."

"I'm not going."

"You're going."

"Marcus—"

"You're going because Pembrook already confirmed on your behalf. You're going because that lodge needs work and you're the only one who can do it. And you're going because despite all your stoic bullshit, you want to see her."

"I don't—"

"Save it." He pulled on his jacket. "I've known you since you ate paste in Mrs. Henderson's class. You don't fool me."

He left before I could argue.

The garage fell quiet except for the tick of cooling metal and the wind rattling the bay doors.

I looked down at my hands. They were shaking.

Reese was coming back.

I'd spent eight years building walls. Literally and figuratively. I'd buried myself in work, in this town, in the kind of quiet isolation that felt like safety. I'd convinced myself I was fine alone. That I preferred it.

And now she was coming back.

I walked to the small office in the corner of the garage, pulled out my phone. No new messages. Just the text from Pembrook earlier this morning:

Pembrook: Meeting tomorrow 9 AM. Holloway Lodge. Ms. Holloway will be assessing the property. Your expertise would be appreciated.

I'd ignored it.

Now I typed out a response:

Me: I'll be there.

Then I deleted it.

Typed it again.

Deleted it again.

"Christ," I muttered.

I pulled up my contacts. Scrolled past Marcus, past work numbers, past the handful of people I actually bothered staying in touch with.

Her name was still there. Reese Holloway. I'd never deleted it.

The last text message between us was from eight years ago.

Her: I can't do this anymore

Me: I know

Her: I'm leaving

Me: Good

I'd typed that last word with hands that shook from whiskey and grief and the bone-deep certainty that I was poison. That everything I touched turned to wreckage. That she deserved better than the mess I'd become.

I'd meant it as kindness.

She'd taken it as rejection.

And I'd let her, because letting her go was easier than watching her drown trying to save me.

I closed the messages and pocketed my phone.

Tomorrow I'd see her for the first time in eight years.

Tomorrow I'd have to look at her and pretend the sight didn't crack me open.

Tomorrow I'd be professional. Distant. The contractor she didn't want but desperately needed.

Tonight I'd work on the Bronco until my hands stopped shaking and my chest stopped feeling like something was trying to claw its way out.

I grabbed a beer from the mini fridge, twisted the cap off. Took a long drink.

The office walls were covered in blueprints and permits and photos of completed projects. Houses I'd built. Renovations I'd finished. Proof that I could create something instead of destroying it.

And there, tucked in the corner of the corkboard, half-hidden behind a lumber receipt: a photo from ten years ago.

Reese and me at the lodge. Summer. She was laughing at something I'd said, her head thrown back, my arm around her shoulders. We looked young. Happy.

Whole.

I should've taken it down years ago.

I left it where it was.

My phone buzzed. Marcus, because of course.

Marcus: You okay?

Me: Fine

Marcus: That's what you said after your parents died and you ended up in detox

Me: Not helpful

Marcus: I'm not trying to be helpful. I'm trying to keep you from being an idiot.

Me: Too late

Marcus: Look. I know this is complicated. But maybe... maybe it's a chance to fix things.

I stared at the message for a long time.

Me: Some things don't get fixed. They just stay broken.

Marcus: Depressing. Also wrong. See you tomorrow. I'm driving you.

Me: I don't need a babysitter

Marcus: Counterpoint: yes you do

I didn't respond.

I finished the beer. Grabbed another. Stared at the photo until the edges blurred.

Reese was coming back.

And I had absolutely no idea how I was supposed to survive it.

––––––––
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THE NEXT MORNING CAME too fast.

I'd slept maybe three hours, and that was generous. Spent most of the night staring at the ceiling of my cabin, listening to the pines creak under snow weight and wondering what the hell I was going to say to her.

Hi, remember me? The guy who told you to leave? Yeah, I've spent eight years regretting that. How've you been?

Perfect. Totally normal.

Marcus showed up at eight-thirty, because apparently I couldn't be trusted to show up on my own.

"You look like hell," he said cheerfully.

"Thanks."

"Did you sleep?"

"Some."

"That's a lie, but okay." He drove with the kind of casual confidence that came from flying helicopters through mountain storms. My truck felt too small. "You know what you're going to say?"

"No."

"That's honest, at least."

The road up to the lodge wound through pine forest, the morning sun cutting through branches in golden shafts. I'd driven this route a thousand times. More. It used to feel like coming home.

Now it felt like driving toward a firing squad.

The lodge appeared through the trees like a memory made solid.

Three stories of timber and stone, wraparound porches, the kind of rustic elegance that tourists paid premium rates for. It had been the crown jewel of Cedarstone once. Gram Holloway had run it with fierce pride and a waiting list that stretched into next season.

Now it looked tired. Shutters hung crooked. Paint peeled. One of the porch support beams was clearly rotting.

It hurt to see it like this.

Marcus pulled into the circular drive and killed the engine.

"Want me to come in?" he asked.

"No."

"Want me to wait?"

"No."

"Want me to stop asking questions?"

"Yes."

He grinned. "Too bad. Call me when it's over. Or when you need bail money. Whichever comes first."

I got out of the truck.

The lodge loomed. Silent. Waiting.

I climbed the steps, each one creaking under my weight. The front door was unlocked—Pembrook must've dropped off keys. I pushed it open.

The smell hit me first. Dust and old wood and something floral I couldn't place. The interior was dim, curtains drawn. Furniture covered in sheets like ghosts.

"Hello?" My voice echoed.

No answer.

I checked my watch. 8:52. I was early.

I walked through the main room, cataloging damage by instinct. Water stains on the ceiling. Warped floorboards. The stone fireplace was solid, at least. Most of the structure was good—Gram had built quality. But years of deferred maintenance had taken their toll.

This was going to take months of work.

And a budget Reese probably didn't have.

I heard the crunch of tires on gravel outside.

My heart kicked into a rhythm that had nothing to do with the cold.

A car door slammed.

Footsteps on the porch.

I turned toward the entrance, and for half a second I thought about running. Just walking out the back and pretending I'd never been here.

Then she stepped through the door.

And every carefully constructed wall I'd built came crashing down.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Reese

He was standing in the middle of my grandmother's lobby like he owned the place.

That was my first thought.

The second was: Ivy was right about the lumberjack thing.

Holden Winter had always been beautiful in that unconscious way some people were—all sharp angles and quiet intensity. But eight years had refined him into something almost unfair. Broader shoulders. Stronger jaw. The kind of forearms that came from actual labor instead of a gym membership.

He wore a canvas work jacket over a thermal shirt, jeans that had seen better days, and boots with honest-to-god mud on them.

And he was looking at me like I was a ghost.

I forced my feet to keep moving. Forced my face into something approximating neutrality. Forced my voice to work.

"You're early."

"So are you."

Three words. That was all it took for the last eight years to collapse into nothing.

His voice was deeper than I remembered. Rougher. Like he'd spent the time smoking or screaming or swallowing things he shouldn't say.

I set my bag down by the door, taking longer than necessary. Buying time. "Pembrook said nine."

"He did."

"So why—" I turned back to face him and made the mistake of actually looking. At his eyes. Same storm-grey they'd always been. Same way of seeing straight through me. "Never mind. You're here. Great. Let's get this over with."

Something flickered across his face. Hurt, maybe. Or annoyance. Gone too fast to name.

"You look good," he said quietly.

I almost laughed. I'd slept three hours on a redeye, drove from Denver on gas station coffee and spite, and was wearing the same clothes I'd traveled in because my suitcase was still in the car.

"You're a terrible liar."

"I'm not lying."

The air between us felt charged. Wrong. Like standing too close to a live wire.

I walked past him, putting distance between us, pretending to examine the lobby. The dust was worse than I'd expected. Gram would've been mortified.

"How bad is it?" I asked, because property damage was safer than whatever was happening in the six feet of space we weren't acknowledging.

"Bad."

"Can you be more specific?"

"The roof's been leaking. Foundation's questionable in the east wing. Electrical needs updating before it becomes a fire hazard. Plumbing's fifty years old. Most of the windows are single-pane and bleeding heat." He paused. "You're looking at six months of work. Minimum."

My stomach dropped. "And the cost?"

"Hundred and eighty thousand. Ballpark."

I actually laughed. It came out bitter. "I don't have that."

"I know."

"Then why are you here?"

He stepped closer. Not close enough to touch, but close enough that I could smell sawdust and something clean, like snow. "Because Pembrook asked me to assess the property. Because this lodge deserves to be saved. And because—" He stopped. Jaw tight.

"Because what?"

"Because it's yours. And you're going to need help."

The presumption of it made my blood hot. "I don't need
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