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      James Cavanaugh watched his father Alex, lying so still in his hospital bed, his thin frame a whisper of the larger-than-life man he used to be. The room was sterile and white and cold looking, the smell of antiseptic and urine heavy in the air. Alex was only seventy-eight. Too young to die. James was thirty-eight. Too young to be without parents of any kind. His birth parents had died when he was little. Alex had been a gift James had treasured since the tender age of eighteen. To have him taken this soon was so unfair. Life could be cruel. He’d learned that lesson several times over.

      Alex was unconscious. Had been since James’s last visit.

      “You know I love you, but I’ve failed as your father by turning you into me. Make time for family before it’s too late. You never know how much time you have left on this journey called life. Don’t waste it by having regrets.” Those were the last words his father had spoken to him.

      If James had known that was going to be the last time he would ever speak to his father, he would have said a lot more. Done a lot more. Told him everything. By not telling Alex about the babies, James had cheated him out of the chance to be a grandfather. James didn’t know if his babies were girls or boys or even alive. All he knew for certain was that he’d loved their mothers and hadn’t been able to choose between them. So he’d taken the coward’s way out, leaving them all pregnant and alone.

      And here James was being a coward once more. He didn’t know how to take care of Alex, was too afraid to try, so his father would die in a hospital bed instead of at the Skaneateles Lake house that he so loved. The last words that James had spoken to Alex had been a vow to take Cavanaugh Creations to the next level because he knew how much his father loved his boat building business.

      Hospice had called James in the morning, telling him to come say his goodbyes. They didn’t think Alex would make it through the night. James picked up Alex’s frail hand and held it in his own. A lump formed in his throat, and a small sob escaped his lips.

      “I’m so sorry, Dad. You didn’t fail me. I am the one who failed you in so many ways. I should have told you I already have a family. I have three children I’ve never even seen. You have three grandchildren you never had the chance to know. But I promise you I will make this right. I will work hard for the company, and I will find them. I promise on my life I won’t stop looking until I do.”

      Alex’s hand moved, and James lifted his eyes to his father’s face. His father’s eyelids flickered open. He couldn’t talk, but his gaze said it all. He stared at James with faded brown eyes full of forgiveness and love and...peace. And then the last of his air slipped weakly between his lips until his body stilled and his eyes were left vacant and blank.

      James broke down and sobbed, bending over and resting his head on his father’s chest. Awful sounds tore from his throat, leaving his voice hoarse and raw. His heart squeezed painfully in his chest, and for a moment he thought he was having a heart attack. Maybe he would die just like Alex. James breathed deeply and strove for calm. He stayed bent over his father for a long time, until he didn’t have any tears left.

      Alex was right. James didn’t want to be alone forever. He didn’t want to die in a hospital with no one by his side. He made a second vow to build Cavanaugh Creations into something special. Something worthy to leave to his children. He was young. He had time. Then and only then would he set out to find them. To ask for their forgiveness.

      To bring them home.
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      “Sayonara, sisters,” Brook Sanders said with a salute as she grabbed a banana and walked toward the front door of the lake house.

      The house was a massive white modern home with tons of windows facing the lake. It sat on its own private lot, surrounded by trees with gorgeous gardens, a dock with boats, and its own private beach. The kind of house Brook had never dreamed she would live in. Then again, she’d learned not to dream at all. Dreams didn’t come true for people like her. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t enjoy every second of living in luxury while it lasted.

      It was Monday morning, August 10th, and already steamy outside. Just three more weeks until Labor Day. The official end of the summer season on Skaneateles Lake. Her official end to this farce called “family.” After that she would be free to collect her money and disappear for good.

      “You’re leaving this early?” Amber Delaney asked as she frosted one of her popular cakes. She was a green-eyed, curly blond-haired, girl-next-door kind of woman from Maine. Not the type of person Brook usually hung out with, but then again, Amber wasn’t just anyone. She was the half-sister Brook had just found out about right before summer.

      Amber had outlived a drug addict mom who died when she was young, then survived an abusive ex-husband who loved alcohol more than her. She’d worked as a cook, taking care of everyone, but she had always felt unloved until this summer. She found the love of her life in the widowed groundskeeper, Shane Parker, who had a cute little girl named Katy. Not a big believer in wasting time, he’d already proposed. Amber had decided to stay in Skaneateles, run James Cavanaugh’s house, and make a go of her cake baking business while she and Shane planned their wedding. Brook was happy for her, but the last thing Brook wanted to do was settle down.

      She shrugged. “I’m headed to the country club. I want to get an early start before it gets too hot outside.”

      “You’ve been spending an awful lot of time at the country club for someone who doesn’t like people.” Meghan McCloud winked, her tawny eyes twinkling with mischief and her auburn hair curling up at the ends from her early morning run.

      She was a sophisticated, driven businesswoman who ran a hotel back in Connecticut. She’d always felt unaccepted by men and even by her mother’s new family, until she came to the lake for the summer and met her match in restaurant owner, Wesley Campbell. Meghan had decided to give dating Wes a chance, and so far so good judging by the constant smile on both their faces. Meghan had also made peace with her mother, quit her job, and decided to make a go at taking over Cavanaugh Creations as CEO. Brook was happy for her, too, but she wasn’t like either of her sisters. They had issues.

      She was damaged.

      “It’s just a little tennis. What can I say? I’m bored.” Brook waved and took off out the door before either of them could drill her any further.

      Hopping on James’s bike, she pedaled toward the country club. The other women had cars, but Brook had never gotten her license. Never saw the need with living in cities. When she wanted to leave, she just hitched her way wherever she wanted to go. Brook wasn’t above using everything that belonged to James. He owed her, but she’d be damned if she would forgive him or call him Dad. He didn’t deserve it after deserting them.

      James said he wanted to leave everything he had divided equally among the three of them. All they had to do was spend the summer on the lake, getting to know him and each other. Brook was all for getting to know her sisters. It was kind of nice finally having a family of her own, but that didn’t mean she would give in like the other two had. She had to remain strong.

      Brook had been through some pretty tough times in her life with growing up homeless and her mother running out on her when she was sixteen, but it had made her into the strong, tough woman she was today. Her last address had been in New Jersey, but she was a nomad. A free spirit. A Jack-of-all-trades. When she got her money, she would let the wind decide where it would take her, but one thing was certain.

      It sure as hell wouldn’t be on Skaneateles Lake in central New York.

      Brook lifted her face to the sky and let the breeze blow through her short dark hair as she pedaled harder. Skaneateles Lake was one of the eleven Finger Lakes. It wasn’t that the place wasn’t nice. The town was gorgeous with its rolling green hills and forests, neighboring farms, and long stretch of placid water. It just wasn’t her speed, is all. She wasn’t used to things being calm and peaceful in her life, no matter how many times she had wished for exactly that. She’d just learned not to count on anyone or anything. Then she would never be let down again. She’d make her own rules, play her own game, be in charge of her own destiny.

      She picked up the pace, competitive by nature. She was an athlete. Always had been. Not that she’d ever had the chance to show anyone except for the other street urchins. She hadn’t gone to school. She’d taught herself everything through books from the library. Every chance she had, she spent it in the library reading books and searching for things on the internet through the library’s computers.

      When she was finally old enough, she took the GED test and received a diploma. After that accomplishment, she’d made the mistake of finally thinking she’d be on easy street. Only the streets weren’t any kinder to her. In fact, they’d seemed to turn worse as people she’d considered her friends turned their backs on her because she’d decided to get smart. Her precious diploma meant nothing, and once more she found herself alone. She’d done unspeakable things to survive. Things she hadn’t told her sisters about.

      Things she hadn’t told anyone about.

      The most recent being Tyler Reynolds, a rich playboy tennis star without a care in the world. He was hot, she’d give him that. So hot that she’d had a brief lapse in judgment and slept with him. Quickly coming to her senses, she’d made it clear to him that it was only about the sex. They couldn’t have grown up more opposite, and at thirty she was too old to deal with immature antics like his.

      That’s why it was a joke to think she would ever be interested in a man like Tyler Reynolds. She hadn’t told a single person, especially not her sisters. Yet they were convinced she had the hots for him. Everyone was, and it was starting to piss Brook off.

      With his wavy blond hair, smoky gray eyes, and athletic body, Tyler had movie star good looks and he knew it. He was always flirting and cocky beyond belief. He was constantly at the club, lending a helping hand to everyone. More like trying to tell everyone what to do, in Brook’s mind. Prancing around and showing off. It was downright sickening. Someone had to knock him down a peg or two. That was why Brook spent so much time at the club. Nothing more. Her mission: make the man miserable while fighting off boredom until the summer’s end.

      Win win.

      The fact that she hadn’t been able to stop dreaming about that night was a result of post-traumatic stress or temporary insanity. Because the idea of falling for him and putting down roots was just too terrifying to think about. Roots were like anchors. They weighed you down. And when they cracked and broke, the thing attached to the roots withered away and died. Brook didn’t want to be that “thing” ever again.

      It hurt too damn much.
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        * * *

      

      Tyler Reynolds twirled his racket and bounced a tennis ball on the clay court as he spoke to Victoria Masterson. “Tennis isn’t hard, Vicky. You just have to practice.” He winked, letting his smile slowly spread across his face until his dimples sank deep.

      She blushed as she stared up at him through her lashes. She was a beautiful woman, but way too young for him. It didn’t matter. Too young, his age, or too old: his job was to walk around like a tennis star god, make the socialites feel special, make his parents proud...it didn’t really matter if his clients learned the game or not. No one bothered to ask if he was happy or if he even wanted to be there because no one really cared. He’d found that out years ago. People only cared that he came from money and had been on the fast track to Wimbledon.

      They didn’t want to know what had really happened.

      So every summer he played the game. Put on a show as the resident tennis pro, with parents as upstanding members of the club, making everyone happy except himself. He really was getting too old for this shit, but the truth was he had no clue what to do with his life. Thirty-two years old and not a goddamned clue what the hell to do when he finally grew up.

      “Are we playing singles or doubles today?” Vicky asked.

      “Actually, mixed doubles. I’ll be your partner, and they will pair us up with another man and woman.”

      “What if they’re really good?” A pretty pout crossed her face and she blinked up at him, looking worried and helpless. He had to fight hard not to roll his eyes.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be right here with you the whole time. Besides, you know all the members of this club. I’m sure whoever we get will go easy on you because you’re such a sweetheart.”

      She stood a little straighter. “You’re right. Everyone likes me. It’ll be fine.” A crease formed between her eyebrows. “I just hope they don’t put us with the new girl. She scares me.”

      “She’s not so bad,” he said, thinking of Brooklynn Sanders.

      Then again when wasn’t he thinking about her? Especially after that mind-blowing night not long ago. He’d caught her at a weak moment when she was upset one evening on his way home from the club. Pulling off to the side of the road, he’d offered her a ride because he was concerned. She’d surprised him by saying yes, and then shocked him further when she popped open a beer from the six pack he had on the front seat, saying she didn’t want to go home. So he’d taking her to a deserted spot that overlooked the lake. Pulling a blanket out of his truck, they sat down and finished off a couple beers in silence.

      He was a good listener. Always had been. His problem was he’d never found someone who wanted to listen to him. When she dried her tears, he asked if she wanted to talk. Something told him there was more troubling her than a broken bike chain.

      Squirming as though uncomfortable with the emotion and vulnerability she’d revealed, she shook her head no and then kissed him. It wasn’t a soft inquisitive kiss between strangers. It was hot and frantic and all-consuming. He tried to stop, but she wouldn’t let him. All thoughts and reason left his brain as he gave in to his building desire and kissed her back with demands of his own. He’d wanted her so badly in that instant, and she seemed to want him just as much. Brook took as good as she gave, their passion leaving them breathless. They’d both instinctively needed each other, no words necessary.

      After they’d shared the most amazing experience of his life, she’d asked him to take her home. She hadn’t wanted to talk when he tried again, so he’d driven her home in silence. Every time he’d run into her since that day, she was sarcastic and tried to start arguments with him, but he wouldn’t take the bait. The more he smiled and had patience with her, the more infuriated she became, and he had to admit he was having the time of his life.

      “Not so bad?” Vicky said on a whine. “She’s horrible from what I heard. Besides, have you seen her? She looks positively scary.”

      He once remembered when he was younger—before his mother became all concerned with her social standing—she had taken him to the playground. There was a little girl who kept shoving him and calling him names, trying to get him to chase her around. He got upset, and in a rare moment of public affection, his mother had hugged him. She’d told
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