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  Chapter One

Holly


“What in the hell were we thinking?” I hiss as I tug my teeny tiny skirt down.  
The tug does nothing but reveal my belly button.
“We were thinking how cool it would be to save our favorite building and lose our virginity at the same time,” my sister, Angel, chirps as she readjusts my skirt.
She’s always the most optimistic one and finds this whole thing funny. Like it’s some grand adventure she’s been dying to go on. 
Me? I’m worried we’re in too deep. These costumes. The amount of people showing up. What’s on the line. We’re in way over our heads.
Luckily, we’re tucked in a California valley, so the costumes aren’t too cold despite the Christmas decorations dotting the town square. The very town square where everyone from Jasmine Hollow is assembling as my sisters and I count down the minutes to our very first auction.
“What if we don’t even like the man who—” I gulp and lower my voice. “Buys us?”
Angel shrugs. “We’ll be fine. Plus, Nicholas said he and a few of his friends will tag along if we don’t feel safe.”
That’s comforting. Our big brother is the goalie for the Jasmine Hollow Thunder, and no one is going to mess with us if he and some of his teammates are around. Our town is safe, but we’ve never put ourselves in this position before. And I have zero experience in this department. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous.  
“It’s not like we advertised this specifically as a ‘bid on our v-card’ auction—”
“Yeah, but it was strongly implied,” Angel cuts Noelle off.
She shimmies, readjusting her boobs as she looks in the mirror we have precariously hanging in the small tent we’re calling our dressing room. Their costumes are just as revealing as mine and as I look at two carbon copies of my body, I have to admit, we look good. Years of playing volleyball competitively chiseled our bodies, but we graduated two years ago and haven’t touched a ball since, adding some rounded curves to the once sharp muscles.
“Look, some of Nick’s friends are already here.” Noelle points to a trio of hockey players in the middle of the crowd.
She’s always had a soft spot for those guys, and I hide a smile as her cheeks flush when they catch her looking.
“Maybe one of them will bid on you,” I whisper.
“Is it bad that I hope all of them do?” Her eyes sparkle with hope as she shamelessly stares at them once they look away, caught up in conversation with each other.
Angel rubs her hands together. “Remember girls, fifty-thousand dollars. Go out and strut your stuff, and let’s see how much of it we can raise tonight.”
“Yeah, if we can raise most of it with the auction, that means less carwashes.”
We all shudder, remembering the way we couldn’t get the smell of car wax out of our bikinis no matter what we tried. 
“We’ve got this,” I whisper, more to myself than Angel, who has way more confidence than me.
But maybe her confidence is a little shakier than normal. Angel scans the crowd and wrings her hands. “They’re here.” 
Noelle and I follow her line of sight and my stomach sinks. The investors. They have names, but that’s all we’ve called them since the day they became thorns in our sides. 
Everyone wants to buy the Whitmore House, and we want to stop it from being torn down. It’s in a prime location for apartments and Jasmine Hollow has been growing over the last few years, so investors have been salivating over the dilapidated old house. 
The trio Angel spotted has been the most aggressive. They started out as a group of four, but the fourth, Mason, started dating our best friend and we kind of like him now. But his friends are still outsiders, and we won’t let them win.
My sisters and I are going to save the Whitmore. We talked to the city council about turning it into a historic landmark and once we were armed with a plan and a money goal, we put together a list of fundraising ideas. Hence, the auction.
From the looks of the gathering crowd, it was a good idea.
The fact my triplet sisters and I are virgins is just a delightful bonus. The fliers don’t say it outright, but there are cartoon cherries smattered over the bright pieces of paper we hung all through town, hyping ourselves up and enticing bidders.
My palms are slick with sweat as the clock ticks closer to go time.
Before I can get too lost in my thoughts, Mildred Hoyt saunters up, bypassing all the signs saying this is a backstage area reserved for the auction.
She looks my sisters up and down, clicking her tongue as she turns to me. “What would your mama think of these outfits?”
Angel chuckles. “Who do you think picked them out?”
This scandalizes Mildred so badly she backs out of the restricted area with her mouth hanging open. 
“Enjoy the auction,” I call out, my confidence rising slightly.
If we got that reaction from her, we must look really good.
“Let’s do this,” Noelle says, yanking us close. 
“Are you sure I have to go first?” 
“Holls.” Angel straightens the straps of my tiny top. “Yes. You look amazing. You might even get the full amount.”
I snort and make my way to the wings. Our mom waves at us from the center of the stage and beams. “Jasmine Hollow, let me proudly present my beautiful daughter, Holly.”






  
  Chapter Two

Russell


“It feels so good to be back here.” Toby inhales, like he wants to absorb all of Jasmine Hollow in one breath. 
“Is it? Really?”
He whips his head to me and scowls. “Yes, Mr. Grumpy Pants. I’m happy to be back.”
“Then why’d we stay away so long?”
He frowns. “I don’t know.”
“It was so dumb of us.”
Byron shakes his head. “Come on, Russ. We were building a business.”
“We should have been building a life,” I grumble.
I agree with Toby, even if I don’t care to tell him. I agree with Byron, too. I mean, what he said is factually true. We’ve spent the last twenty years creating an urban renewable energy company that’s made us billionaires and helped the environment, but we had to go to Chicago for it to be as successful as it’s been. 
When we saw the potential for wind turbines over two decades ago, we knew we had to move somewhere with wind, and the endless rooftops in Chicago fit the bill much better than anywhere in our hometown.
But being back in Jasmine Hollow has made me painfully aware our life has been lacking a lot. At home—or at least the place we’ve been calling home—there are always people coming and going. There’s no shortage of people in Chicago. It’s not like here, though. No one recognizes me in Chicago. I’m just a faceless person, easily replaced by the next guy.
Here, though, every person I pass recognizes me and has a story about something I did as a kid. In less than a day of being back, I’ve already promised to fix Mr. Timmons’s basement window. He claims I broke it thirty years ago and apparently had it boarded up ever since, just waiting to run into me.
And you know what? I loved every second of the awkward interaction with him.
“We’ve built a life,” Toby says, his frown growing deeper.
“What kind of life, though? We promised Dell we’d look after Ginny and the kids—”
“And we did.”
I scoff. “Yeah, a few band performances when they were learning to play the violin.” 
We all shudder and laugh at the memory. If that wasn’t fulfilling a promise to our best friend, I don’t know what it would have taken.
Dell Snow, the fourth member of our tight-knit friend group, passed away fifteen years ago, leaving behind a wife, a son, and triplet daughters. When he was sick, we promised him we’d be there. And we always have been, even if it hasn’t always been in the physical sense. We sent cards, presents, and made sure Ginny always had enough money.
Toby nudges me. “And we’ve gone to all Nicholas’s games near Chicago—”
“We haven’t seen the girls in seven years, though.”
Byron watches me, his eyes narrow and calculating. “Are you feeling guilty?”
“I’m not sure what I’m feeling,” I answer honestly. 
For the last few years, all our work has felt empty. My gut is telling me I’m supposed to be doing something else with my life, but I love my two best friends and haven’t wanted to rock the boat and ruin what we have going.
Now that we’re in Jasmine Hollow, being home has me realizing I want stability. I want to put my roots down and know my neighbors. Maybe I could have made a better effort in Illinois, but I always feel out of place there. Everything moves so fast, and I don’t want that any more.
We’ve lived a fast-paced lifestyle for so long and all I want is comfort. I want a family of my own. And maybe I want to dabble in learning how to cook. The thought of making a meal with my own hands that I put on the table in front of my wife is becoming a bigger fantasy than I care to admit. I used to enjoy cooking before my life became endless meetings about optimizing parts and cutting down on production costs. Now I get home, too exhausted at the end of the day to do anything other than order food. I can’t keep living like that.
“At least we’re here for the girls today,” Byron says, trying to reassure me.
It’s the least we could do. When Holly asked us to come to the auction, we realized how long it’s been. The moment we got off the phone, we bought plane tickets and flew across the country to be here for them. 
I scan over the flyer and pass it to Byron. “Yeah, but the auction isn’t even for them. It’s for that old B&B we worked for in high school.”
I can’t help but smile at the memories. Dell had worked with us and the four of us had ruled the roost. After high school, we went our separate ways for college, and Dell ended up back in Jasmine Hollow, married to Ginny. The three of us weren’t interested in settling down and followed different dreams.
“The old house is important to them, though. No doubt Dell filled them with stories about our glory days—”
“Jumping from the roof into the pool,” Toby says, grinning wickedly.
“Mildred hated that.” I snort, remembering the call she made to my mother. 
“I bet we could—”
“No,” Byron cuts Toby off. “You’re forty-five—”
“You’re forty-five, too,” he shoots back.
Byron chuckles and shoves Toby. “Exactly. We’re all old enough to spot a bad idea before we fall victim to it—”
“My daughter, Holly,” rings out through speakers near us and my eyes snap to the stage where Ginny is announcing the first of her daughters up for auction.
Holly walks out on stage, nervously tugging at a skirt that barely covers
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