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  ABOUT THE BOOK


I'm the heir to a secret family fortune, facing down brothers I hate, and trying to get back the one that got away ...  
Eight years ago, she broke me.
Her secrets drove a wedge between me and my brother that can never be fixed.
Now, with my life in shambles, I’m forced by the ludicrous demands of my dead father to face the one woman I ever loved, and the brother I can not stand.
I need the money. But a year is a long sentence to serve in a house with people I hate, and in a town that hates me.
A year is a long time to dodge Harlow Jackson and the eyes and smile that made me fall harder than I’ve ever fallen before.
But it only takes days to show me that what happened eight years ago was a mistake. Now I need every last second of the year ahead to convince her to take a second chance on us.
***This is the first book of the Winter Harbor series which features a quirky small town, secrets galore, and three estranged brothers who find the key to healing comes from the women who steal their hearts.
***Trigger warning: Breast cancer
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  CHAPTER ONE


HARLOW 

“Are you fucking serious right now?”
I couldn’t believe those words came out of my mouth. 
No, scratch that. 
I couldn’t believe I spoke like that to my boss. The one in charge of my pending career advancement. The one I’d been quietly convincing to make me partner. 
Dalton’s lips thinned. “Harlow, I know your caseload is already bursting. But trust me when I say—this will put you ahead.”
I rolled my lips inward to prevent any unsavory outbursts that might ruin my standing on the spot. Spring sunlight filtered through the wooden slats covering his western-facing window overlooking the port. Here in Winter Harbor, damn near every day was picturesque. But the silently bobbing boats and the clear blue sky did nothing to quiet the storm inside me.
Dalton had a fair point. This case would give me the leverage I needed to prove to him and the other name partner, Troy, that I could hack it with my last name on the leaderboard. They were Quick & Fairchild right now, but if I joined the ranks of their Oregon-famous estate law firm, it would turn into Quick, Fairchild & Jackson. Elegant. And something I’d been working for since day one of my legal career.
I just couldn’t take on this case.
And I couldn’t tell Dalton why.
“I hear you,” I said slowly, almost robotically, as I stared out the window, trying to find solace in the lapping of the water against the docks. “I just wonder if I could prove my chops elsewhere, and we could assign the Winters case to Stephanie or … or Ian.”
Just saying the name of the client—Winters—sent a chill down my spine. I hadn’t thought of the Winters family since my senior year of college. No, that was a lie. I thought of a certain Winters man practically every day since my senior year of college when he dumped me and left me in one of the biggest, most assholish fashion the world has ever seen. 
But I’d never let him know that he’d ever graced my mind after that horrible day. And I would certainly never agree to take a case that put me in direct contact with him—or his brother—again nearly eight years after his inglorious exit from my life.
“I’m offering this to you because I want to see you succeed.” Dalton barely concealed his sigh. “Because I think you’re ready. Unless you want Ian to become partner instead of you.”
And there it was—the audible snapping of the last straw. I couldn’t dodge this. The Winters case had been managed for almost a year by a former partner who’d disappeared suddenly last week in a puff of scandal and gambling debt. I aimed to replace him, but apparently, it meant taking on the one case I would rather amputate a leg to avoid. The case I’d only found out about accidentally an hour ago when Dalton’s secretary sent me a forwarded email from Callum Winters himself, confirming with the legal group when we’d be meeting him today.
“I was planning to take it myself—which is why you’re just hearing about this at the eleventh hour—but I just took over the Ludgate estate, and that is going to take up all of my time.” He heaved a big, weary sigh. 
The Ludgate estate was a disaster. I did not envy my boss. 
"I don’t know, Dalton …” For a lawyer, my argument was weak sauce. We both knew it.
“You can do this. I have complete faith in you, Harlow.” Dalton placed a fatherly hand on my shoulder, his expression sympathetic, but I could also see that he was running out of patience with my resistance to this career-changing case.
I gnawed on the inside of my lip as I relegated myself to the facts. Dalton was giving me the case. The Winters brothers—all three of them, but two in particular who were noteworthy parts of my personal history—were about to be within three feet of me. And I’d be partner soon, so this would all be worth it. Probably. 
Even if running into Callum Winters sent me to an early grave with no updated will in place. 
I’m an estate attorney. I should know better. 
“You’re right,” I said, propping my hands on my hips. “The case is mine. There’s no problem at all. And I’ll show you that you made the right choice.” 
Because if there was one thing worse than facing Callum Winters again, it was losing the promotion to name partner at the firm of my dreams. 
Dalton only looked minorly convinced as I sent him a tight smile and marched back to my own office. My heels clicked on the expensive sandalwood flooring, age-old anger burbling back to life inside me. 
How could it be that I was thirty years old and still not over the fact that Callum Winters was a dick to me eight years ago?
I’d graduated from college. Passed the bar in Oregon. Joined one of the most respected practices in the entire state. Branched off into estate law, which was my passion, even though it went against the grain of what my entire family of lawyers practiced. I owned a townhome just off the gorgeous main boulevard and spent my days proving my worth in the legal field. Add in the fact that I was now gloriously cancer-free and had been for two and half years, and life was what most normal people would call awesome.
So why was my entire body getting hot and prickly just thinking about seeing freaking Callum Winters again? 
According to the email chain, Callum and Co had been corresponding with Dalton’s secretary for the past week about what to do regarding their recently deceased father’s will. They were coming to Winter Harbor—their father’s hometown … and mine—to wrap up his affairs. Which meant that they were very likely down the street from me, and I was supposed to act like everything was okay.
“Hey, Bets?” I paused at my secretary’s desk—well, my shared secretary with Ian, but I knew she secretly preferred me. “I need the Winters family file, ASAP, with a cherry on top.”
Betsy smiled as she clicked through screens on her computer. “You got it, Harlow. Anything else?”
“A martini, maybe,” I collapsed into the chair facing her desk. She was a lifeline of the practice, and probably very underpaid. Once I became partner and made her into my main secretary, though, I planned to change that. “Possibly a massage after that.”
She snickered as the printer kicked to life. “That’s all doable.”
“You’re the best, Bets. I’ll need you to send me your good juju for this meeting.” I checked my phone for the time. Half-past eleven. The Winters brothers would be facing me in less than an hour. That was plenty of time to get up to speed on their case … but not nearly enough time to fortify my heart for seeing my first—and only—love again.
Or his younger brother, the man who’d come between us. 
“Good juju: sent,” Bets replied as she collected the pages slipping out of the printer. “Though I thought you had plenty to spare.”
I smoothed the front of my pressed black pants. Betsy had no idea about how much juju I needed if I was going to be facing down Callum and Carson Winters again. Hell, even I didn’t know how much juju I needed. I was just sure that it wouldn’t be enough.
“It’s always smart to get a little extra.” I  took the print-outs from her. 
“Especially if you’re dealing with the Winters family.” Betsy lobbed a sigh that held weariness. As though she had some experience with them.
“I haven’t dealt with them, actually.” Better to not admit my previous romantic attachment to someone who was suddenly my client. If there was one thing I would not give Callum Winters, it was the satisfaction of knowing he’d stood in the way of my promotion. “Have you?”
Betsy leveled me with her warm brown gaze, wisps of gray hair escaping her low ponytail. “The whole town has experience with the Winters. Not the kids, of course. Nobody knows about them since they’ve never come around.” She waved her hand dismissively. “But the man whose estate you’re handling now? Everyone above fifty-five in this town knows about Elliot and Camille.”
She was right. My parents had murmured vaguely about the sad Winters story plenty of times during my youth, but I never paid much attention. It had always seemed like something antiquated and irrelevant. But I’d never thought that Callum Winters could be related to Winter Harbor. 
The mention of Callum’s mother made my stomach jolt. He’d always spoken about her with such fondness. It was strange to think that Callum’s father and I shared a hometown, but that Callum had likely never even been here before. 
Until now.
“Ancient history, right?”
Betsy didn’t laugh or even smile. Instead, she reached for my wrist. “Let me just say, you need the juju. That family is bad news.”
I almost laughed because I knew what level of bad news Callum truly was … and his brother Carson, for that matter. But I didn’t know why the rest of his family was bad news. Or why that meant I should care.
“Things will be fine,” I told her, more to reassure myself than her. “This is a simple inheritance case and then, boom. All done. Easy as cake.”
“As pie,” Betsy corrected me.
“That’s what I meant. It’s easy like baking in general.” Even though, for my kitchen-impaired self, baking was an intolerable chore.
“Mm-hmm.” Betsy’s little smirk told me exactly what she thought of that. “You were too young to know Elliot Winters. He fled town before you were even born. But if those sons of his are even one-eighth as shady as he was … well …” Betsy glanced over my shoulder and down the hall, probably checking to see if Dalton or Troy, the other partner, was coming. “You need to check and double-check every single thing they tell you.”
I swallowed a knot in my throat and forced a smile. Bets had no idea how right she was. And unfortunately, I’d already learned this lesson.
Because Callum wasn’t just my first love.
His younger brother, Carson, was my ex. 
I excused myself to get my things, drawing deep, fortifying breaths. I needed to get to the abandoned Hope Creek Manor where I’d be meeting the Winters brothers, and I needed to get there early so that I could get my bearings and prepare myself. 
Even still, having a plan didn’t keep my knees from feeling like mush as I packed my briefcase and headed out the door. Eight years had passed. Who knew where they were in their lives? Hopefully happily married and moved on. Where I should be, too. Where I would be, I supposed, if it weren’t for Callum.
A sharp ache registered in my chest, and I took a deep breath of the crisp April air to distract myself. No need to get lost in the swirl of ancient heartbreak and oh woe is me, my squandered soul mate. No, I’d been down that road too many times—especially when drunk. I loved to torment myself with the ridiculous notion that Callum was the one for me. The one who’d ruined it all. The one who I might have a second chance with if only the stars aligned.
Well, now that the stars were aligning, they looked more like a comet heading for disaster. This churning in my gut—this couldn’t be the marker of a soul mate. This could only signal a bad idea or food poisoning.
Harlow, get yourself together.
The salty sea breeze calmed me as I headed for my black two-door coupe at the front of the office on Main Street. Winter Harbor was a quaint and cozy town with plenty of locally-owned restaurants and a bustling port. It was not only my hometown but also my sanctuary. And as I navigated the back roads to the impressive plantation-style home, I vowed to not let this heartbreak blast from the past disrupt my peace and tranquility.
I had fought long and hard for this little slice of success. I wasn’t going to let the ghost of my love affair with Callum Winters haunt me forever.
Right?
I squeezed the steering wheel the whole way, up until I sat in front of the impressive mansion. However decrepit it had become over the years, it was still a sight to behold. Overgrown bushes clogged the wooden steps to the wraparound porch, and huge oak trees crowded the expansive front yard. But the late 19th-century Queen Anne-style Victorian mansion was a gem, even with the cracking white paint and the echoes of the broken family that used to inhabit this space. The family that had started Winter Harbor.
The grandsons of which were scheduled to arrive any minute now.
Inside my car, parked in the big cul-de-sac driveway in front of the house, I drew a deep breath. 
Because seeing him again after eight years wasn’t bad enough. No, now I had to confront the distinct possibility that he and his brothers might become the newest residents of Winter Harbor. It was a good thing my parents were taking an extended vacation in Europe because, as lawyers themselves, they always loved to talk shop with me, especially when they were six thousand miles away from their own caseloads. And they would have plenty of questions about my newest case being tied to the only man responsible for breaking my heart. For now, I didn’t have to tell them that my ex was back in our hometown requiring my legal services. 
So maybe this whole situation was just reinforcing the truth that my parents knew all along: it’s best to stay in the family business. I had to be the rebel who branched out into estate law, even though I had a cozy spot waiting for me at my mom and dad’s intellectual property and contract firm. Their Winter Harbor practice had taken off so much that my brother had opened a Portland office. That could have been me. But no. I insisted on this career whose sole outcome was to lead me back to my ex.
But I just loved estate law. During my second year of law school, I was allowed to sit in on a case between three siblings, fighting over their inheritance. It got so ugly that it went to court. The entire ordeal grew so surreal that it seemed something more suited for a season of Melrose Place than real life. But that just played into my love of dramatic soap operas—thanks to summers spent being babysat by my grandmother when I was a kid. So after that trial, I was hooked and determined to go into estate law. 
Gravel crunched on the driveway, jerking me out of my thoughts. Panic started a hot, insidious trail through my limbs. Truth was, I could tell myself I was ready for this moment as much as I wanted, but I’d never truly be ready to face down Callum again.
Through my rearview mirror, I watched as a broad-shouldered man exited a car. I didn’t need to watch for long to know who it was. The way he raked his fingers through longish, dark brown hair stirred memories in me I thought I’d laid to rest. Ice-blue eyes. Square shoulders that had only grown wider, more filled out, in the eight years since I’d seen him last.
I was staring at Callum Winters. 
The only man I’d dared to love. 
The only man who had ever broken my heart.
And right beside him? Another tall, dark, and handsome man with equally piercing blue eyes. And that’s when the truth hit me like a sucker punch.
My education didn’t matter. 
My legal career meant nothing. 
My grit and grandeur in the courtroom? 
Also meaningless. 
Because nothing could have truly prepared me to take all the Winters brothers head-on.
Not when one of them hated me for dumping him …
And the other one hated me for having been with his brother.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


CALLUM 

To say that the past month of my life had not been going well would be a gross, laughable understatement.
And as I stepped out of my rental car and looked up at that crumbling house before me, I knew right then and there my streak of bad luck was nowhere near close to being over.
I’d lost my job in such a humiliating way they could have started a Netflix series covering my epic failure. Made a Fool in Manhattan? Wallstreet One-hit Wonder: How Callum Winters gained and lost it all in a New York minute. I could see the Rotten Tomatoes comments now, and they made my gut turn over as if I’d just eaten a bushel of rotten tomatoes. 
And because of that epic failure, that legendary firing, and tarnished reputation? My NYC condo was on the market, all my things in storage. Jobless and homeless: check and check.
And the coup de grace? I was back in Oregon for the first time since I’d fled after college graduation … breathing the same air as my estranged brothers. 
Revisiting strained family members: infinity check.
Two other vehicles pulled up behind me in the gravel cul-de-sac, yanking my attention from the quiet coupe closer to the house. I assumed my lawyer—sorry, Dad’s lawyer—was in there, but I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around the turn of events. 
Dad was dead. 
Not like his death was much different for me than his life. 
He hadn’t even bothered to tell us—or at least me—that he was sick. We had to find out after the fact from his doctors and lawyers that he’d been diagnosed with stage four pancreatic cancer three months ago and had just enough time to get his affairs in order. 
Not enough time apparently to give his sons a quick call, or even an email to let us know that he was dying. 
Typical Elliot Winters. Only thinking of himself.
He’d been estranged from his sons for years, with nothing but a thriving import business, a big fancy house, and a healthy bank account to show for his life. 
I often wondered if Dad even knew my middle name or whether he remembered my birthday. He hadn’t called on my birthday or sent a card in years, so I would hedge to guess that he had no fucking clue. Or maybe he’d just officially stopped caring about his spawn once he shipped us off to boarding school way back in our primary years.
I stepped out of my car, looking back at the new arrivals behind me. I hadn’t seen my brothers in years, but there they were. A strange, familiar warm feeling washed through me, even though I’d told myself a long time ago to forget they existed. After what Carson did to me, I’d ruled out a relationship with him out of principle. And after enough years had gone by without truly getting to know my youngest brother Colton, it seemed like too many mountains to scale.
Just because we shared the same genes, last name, and blue eyes didn’t mean birds of a feather flocked together. My brothers made that very clear.
Better to just forget about them. 
As much as it hurt my heart to think that way. 
It was probably for the best. 
Leave the heartache in the past. Move on with my life and create the family of my dreams elsewhere, with someone else.
Even though at this point, I was pretty sure that person didn’t exist. And if she did, well … I’d fucked that chance up eight years ago. 
“Wow. Look who it is.” Carson’s coarse voice cut through my thoughts. 
I shoved my hands in my pockets, steeling myself to face him. We’d always struggled to truly get along—he’d been an asshole growing up—and I had a feeling now wouldn’t be much different. Once an asshole, always an asshole? Should have been crocheted on a damn pillow somewhere.
“Brother.” The word fell flat. Yes, we were biological brothers, but I knew this wasn’t how it should be. Even though I had no idea how to change things. Whether I even should. Whether I even wanted to. Especially not after the shit he pulled, and what it cost me. “Been a while.”
Carson scoffed, raking his fingers through his thick, dark hair. Like most assholes, he had great hair. Only slightly better than mine, not like I’d admit that to him.
Colton lurked behind him, looking stiff and much older than the last time I’d seen him. But then again, when I’d seen him, he’d been a sixteen-year-old delinquent. Who knew where he was at in life now? Or where Carson’s life had taken him, for that matter? 
The worst part was, I wanted to know but didn’t know how to ask.
Pride was an intrusive beast and after everything that had gone down between Carson and me, I was too proud to be the first one to extend the olive branch. 
A big part of me still wanted to beat him with that branch.
The three of us stared at one another in tense silence. This was worse than an awkward Thanksgiving. Worse than a ten-year family reunion with the distant side of the family. Not that we’d had either of those things. Dad always had some excuse not to invite us home for the holidays, and he was estranged from his side of the family. And we never met our mother’s side, not even after her death.
This was pure fucking torture involving two guys who shared my bloodline and childhood.
I studied Colton for another moment, it was easier looking at him than it was Carson since I held no resentment toward my youngest brother. We were simply estranged. Like me, his jaw was lined with thick short scruff. Carson was clean-shaven. Colton’s ears were also pierced and gauged with black wooden earrings the size of dimes. Not my thing, but I’ll admit they suited him.
“Are you boys ready?” The feminine voice broke through our strained silence. 
A voice I felt like I knew, though it had to be my imagination. I swallowed the painful knot in my throat at the unwelcome yank to my past—to the ancient past, back when I’d had love, lost it, and then set it all on fire for good measure.
“Harlow?” The incredulity in Carson’s voice made all the hairs on my arm stand up. 
I hadn’t heard or spoken that name in eight years. It only arrived in my dreams. I turned slowly, anxiety prickling across my shoulders.
And then there she was. The proof that the past month of my life could, in fact, get much worse.
Harlow stood before us, backed by the impressive mansion. Her mahogany hair was up in a classic twist, with a few loose strands framing her face. But her eyes were what made my heart clench and my palms sweaty. It was those eyes, all those years ago, that had stopped traffic, stopped my heart, and made me chase her.
“Yes,” she said, offering a brief smile. But it melted quickly, her gaze everywhere but on me. “Shall we get down to brass tacks?”
Birds twittered in the nearby woods as I struggled to understand why she was in front of me. 
I wasn’t dreaming, was I?
“Why are you here?” I blurted. My voice came out harsher than I’d intended, but the maelstrom of emotion inside me was something I couldn’t understand right now, much less handle. 
She didn’t even flinch. “I’m handling the case for your late father.”
“I’ve been corresponding with Leonard Rasmussen,” I shot back. “Where is he?”
“Leonard no longer works for the offices of Quick & Fairchild. I am a senior partner, and several of his clients have been passed to me. One of those clients being Mr. Winters. Sound good?” She sniffed, finally allowing those blue eyes to meet mine. 
Heat shot through me. I clenched my jaw until an ache ran up to my temple. It was a bizarre kind of comfort, the pain. Almost felt like I deserved it for putting myself in a situation where I was forced to stare at the woman who’d broken my heart, the brother who’d caused it, and the other brother who was just a quiet statue of a relative. 
I couldn’t respond. 
Carson cleared his throat. “Yeah. Great.” After a beat, he said, “Callum? Colton? You guys in?”
Colton mumbled something in way of agreement. As for me, I couldn’t rip my eyes off Harlow or convince my heart rate to slow down.
All I could see was the past. The slow mornings in her campus apartment when I’d surprise her with breakfast in bed. Watch the gratitude crease her face, the tears pool in her eyes when I’d surprise her with her favorite juice—mango—or pancakes in a new shape. I lived for the small touches. And the weight of their absence over the past eight years suddenly greeted me in the chest like a freight train. 
The day we ended flashed through in my mind like a movie reel. 
All her tears. Each one, shredding my heart into ever smaller fragments. 
And yet, after what I’d found out—from Carson, of all people—I couldn’t see any other choice but to end things. 
Now, older—but possibly not wiser—I realized I had other choices back then. I’d simply been too proud, too stubborn, too hurt to see that forgiveness was a choice. 
And oh, how different my life would be if I’d only made that choice, seen it through the thick fog of hurt.
Not a sliver of doubt careened through me that Harlow hadn’t moved on. She was probably happily married with two-point-five kids, a two-story house with a white picket fence, and some fluffy dog with an atrocious name like Precious or Darling.
Maybe I’m a dick, but I’d never met another woman I wanted to do those things for. Sure, I’d dated and had girlfriends over the years, but I’d always compared them to Harlow, and unfortunately, not one held a candle to the woman who stood in front of me now.
“Let’s get this over with,” I muttered, my anger at myself for my current situation making my words clipped. 
Harlow spun on her heels and headed for the house, dissolving my trip down memory lane. 
We followed silently. 
There couldn’t have been a more awkward rag-tag crew in the Pacific Northwest.
I took up the rear, following behind Colton. His white T-shirt was tight across his back and see-through just enough that I could see the dark etchings of an enormous tattoo between his shoulder blades. Only a small sliver of the ink peaked out on his neck above the collar, but it wasn’t enough to give me any indication what the tattoo might be.
“We’ll start with the reading of the will,” Harlow called over her shoulder as she navigated the top part of the gravel drive in her spiky black heels. 
I couldn’t stop myself—my gaze slid down the creamy curve of her calf, down to her dainty ankles. My neck went hot, remembering how many times those feet had been propped on my shoulders. How many times I’d kissed up the length of those legs. 
Her heel wobbled on the brick path leading toward the wrap-around porch. She inhaled sharply, her ankle twisting suddenly. I rushed ahead, unable to stop myself from reaching her. 
“Careful.” My voice came out a rasp as she collapsed against me. I steadied her, the soft scent of her shampoo searing through me. 
She glanced up, pink staining her cheeks. But she collected herself quickly, muttered a half-hearted thanks, and cleared her throat, striding toward the front door like nothing had happened.
“Once we read the will,” she went on, the waver in her voice barely noticeable, “we’ll take a tour of the house. Go over the complete list of assets. And I’ll answer whatever questions you might have.”
I had so many fucking questions. 
Had Harlow finally gotten married, like we’d talked about doing all those years ago? When the future seemed so bright and so full of love and possibilities, nothing could stop us from achieving our dreams. 
Clearly, she’d become a lawyer like she’d always wanted. Maybe she had a mini-Harlow running around somewhere, waiting for her to get home from a full day at work so they could have pancakes for dinner. 
“This is quite a house,” Carson said, his voice sounding distant. 
I twisted to look at him. His gaze traveled along the rails of the porch, up the pillars toward the roof. 
“Been a historical gem of Winter Harbor since it was built.” Harlow rummaged in her things for the key. “And possibly your house for the next year, should you all choose to accept the terms of the will.”
I blinked a few times as her words settled in. I could hear the birds again, but this time their tweets swelled like a storm. No longer joyful. Instead, it sounded like the birds were mocking me.
Colton snorted, the first reaction I’d seen from him in almost a decade. “What did you say?”
“Yeah, what?” Carson echoed. 
“Why on Earth would any of us live here for a year?” I blurted. “I have an entire life in New York. Is that some kind of a joke?”
Except the only joke was my words themselves. I had no life in New York. Everything I’d known about that city was lost or on the market. 
I was a free agent. 
Drifting. 
Listless. 
Completely fucking lost.
And also, unable to come to terms with it all, hence the bald-faced lies. 
I just couldn’t let Harlow see me as the failure I clearly was. 
Not when she was rocking her life. 
I wouldn’t be able to handle the look on her face if she knew the truth about me. 
Pity. Most likely. 
Or maybe relief. That she’d dodged the bullet that was Callum Winters. 
Not to mention the look on Carson’s face, which would probably be one of smug satisfaction. 
I was jobless, homeless, and loveless. 
The only thing separating me from a hobo on the train tracks was that I didn’t have the polka dot rucksack on a stick to carry over my shoulder. 
But one thing was for certain. Even though the demise of our relationship had brutalized my heart—my own doing, given how I’d handled things—seeing her today just proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that I wasn’t over her. Eight years, and I still wanted her. Still craved her. I needed to check her ring finger—not that that meant much these days. But even still, I needed to see if she had a big diamond frosting her delicate hand.
I took a deep breath and climbed the stairs.
Time meant nothing when it came to Harlow Jackson. 
The woman had burrowed herself so deep beneath my skin, she was tattooed on my heart. The only way I could move on and try to forget about her again would be to get the hell out of Winter Harbor ASAP and never look back.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


HARLOW 
It was hard to look away from Callum. He never made it easy, not with a jawline like his, or those piercing ice-blue eyes.
Amid all the confusion of this unintended reunion, one thing was for sure: I was still attracted to the devastatingly handsome force that was Callum Winters. If he’d been hot back in college, now the man was essentially combusting. 
I supposed some part of me was secretly hoping that time would have treated him poorly. Like maybe he might have rolled into Oregon with a snaggletooth, a hairy mole between his brows, or a repulsive buttcrack-scratching habit. 
But no. 
Callum had to show up looking like the modern-day off-duty Don Draper.
Jury was still out of the buttcrack habit, though, and I had zero intention of hanging out with him long enough to find out. 
“We’ll go over everything inside,” I reminded them. I knew they wouldn’t take well to the news about the stipulations of the inheritance—talk about the mother of all bomb drops. 
I cleared my throat, fumbling with the key to the front door. I dropped the damn thing on the faded welcome mat. I could feel their attention sizzling on me as I bent over to pick up the key. 
“Need some help?” Carson offered.
“Not at all.” I stood, avoiding eye contact with every single one of them until I could get my shit under control. When I tried the lock this time, it worked. The door swung open, a musty puff of air greeting us. Still, I could feel Callum’s gaze scorching me while the truth screamed through my veins. 
Callum and I—we had chemistry from day one. And apparently would have it until the last of days, as well. It was unnerving how the guy could still light me up after just a few heated glances and accidentally tripping into him. Unless this sort of attraction just meant I was verifiably insane and probably doomed to die single and still thinking about my first heartbreak.
As we stepped inside the expansive foyer, forgotten but still awe-inspiring, Carson let a low whistle. “Damn. Old grandpa Winters must have been royalty.”
“That would make us princes, then.” Colton’s gaze moved up the columns in the foyer. “With Callum first in line to be king.” 
I forced a laugh. “Because your family founded the town, the Winters name is a bit like royalty around here.”
“If we’re rulers, then that makes Callum Caligula.” Carson sent a jaunty smile toward Callum.
Callum’s annoyance showed only in the twitch of his jaw. He said nothing, opting instead to send Carson an icy stare.
“It’s so funny he forgot to laugh,” Colton added softly, his gaze darting between his brothers.
I had to admit—it was a little funny. But I knew better than to encourage whatever was brewing beneath the surface here. I had enough ingredients in my own saucepan, I didn’t need to add their mess on top of things.
“Well, let’s get started,” I suggested. I set my briefcase on a built-in ledge along the main hallway, bringing out the will and the copies for each brother. Once they were distributed, I fixed my eyes to the page and vowed not to look at any of them until I was done.
“I, Elliot John James Winters of 1467 Gregory Crescent, Portland Oregon, being of sound mind and body, hereby declare this to be my Last Will and Testament. I hereby revoke all previous wills. As I have no wife, my soul beneficiaries are my three sons: Callum Johnathan Winters, Carson Jeffrey Winters, and Colton James Winters …”
The brothers were eerily quiet as I read; so quiet that at one point, I imagined they weren’t even here with me at all. A helpful tactic, since some not-so-easy-to-swallow things lay ahead in this will.
“… I bequeath the entirety of estate to my three sons. In order to inherit the house, land, and all associated holdings, my sons must occupy the house in Winter Harbor together for the duration of one full year. During this time, my sons are granted full agency over the properties and all holdings, even during probate, as long as they comply with the directives of the will, and live at Hope Creek Manor for one full year."
I continued reading, hesitant to let any of them react or rail against their deceased father. 
I didn’t get far before Carson blurted out, “Whoa, wait a minute, so you were serious out there?”
I paused, considering my response. 
But Callum spoke next. “There is no way any of us are living in this decrepit house for a year. It should be condemned. The city would kick us out if we tried to inhabit this place.”
“I don’t actually think the city would try any such thing,” I said, unable to hide my smirk. The citizens might, based on what I’d heard about the Winters family recently. “They’re extremely interested in this property, that’s true. But they can’t work around this will, unless the three of you cede your rights to the inheritance. So while your inheritance is on the line, the city will act in its own best interest. You can bet on that.”
“Go on. Finish the will.” Colton cocked his head, looking intently at me.
The only Winters brother I didn’t have an intimate past with made him my favorite by default. I sent him a small smile before continuing , interrupted only by a few sighs from Callum. By the time I tucked my copy away, the brothers were each in their own stance of aggressive disbelief. Tightly crossed arms—Carson. Raking a hand through his hair while pacing the foyer—Callum. Squinted eyes and still cocked head—my favorite, Colton.
“How much money are we talking with these assets?” Colton demanded.
“In the ballpark of twenty million.” My reply stopped Callum’s pacing. “That’s an estimate, for now, since a few of the holdings have yet to be appraised.”
A tense silence stretched across the foyer. 
“And if we don’t accept the terms?” Callum asked. “What if we decide not to live here for a year?”
“The state of Oregon will become the new inheritors.” I glanced at him only long enough to establish the bare minimum of eye contact. “Now, are we ready for the letters?”
“Oh goodie, there’s more,” Carson muttered.
I pulled the named envelopes out of my briefcase and dispersed them to the brothers. Carson tore into his envelope, followed by Colton. Callum stormed over to the far window that overlooked the overgrown back garden, where you could still faintly see a brick path and a long algae’d-over fountain. In its heyday, this house must have been something for Better Homes & Gardens. But now, it just looked like a candidate for the set of a sad period flick about estranged families.
I tried to mind my own business while the brothers read their father’s final words. I really did. But the curiosity burned hot. And even if I would never again find myself on a friendly level with Callum Winters, it was hard not to watch the moody hunk as he scowled out the window and occasionally re-assessed the envelope in his hands.
Carson snorted at one point during the reading of his letter. Colton’s face grew more and more serious as he read. Finally, Callum broke and tore into his letter. I examined my nails—my nude manicure still looked perfect, though I would have gone with a flashier color had I known Callum would be re-entering my world today. I might have chosen a more form-fitting skirt, or something that broadcasted how hot and unavailable I was, like an intentional crop top.
But why? This nonsensical need to attract Callum while at the same time wanting to run away and put miles between us once more—it was annoying as much as it was confusing. If I were a regular woman, I’d have been able to feel completely neutral about Callum by now. But desire and longing needled through me. Like there was something to revisit between us, which was absolutely absurd.
Colton scoffed suddenly, refolding his letter. “Okay. The man is nuts. I’m ready to go.”
“No way in hell,” Carson muttered, staring at his letter.
“Hopefully reassuring words from your late father,” I said, which was just legalese for tell me what’s in the fucking letter.
“Delusional, more like.” Carson folded his letter as well. 
A moment later, Callum scoffed and tucked his into his back pocket. “In summary, our father wants us to live together so we can mend fences.”
“The fence is broken,” Carson confirmed. “And nobody has the tools, so why bother?”
I couldn’t hide my grimace. That was a death sentence of a father’s dying wish if I’d ever heard one. “Well, the terms of the will are, of course, your decision. No pressure from me, or anyone else. I’ll just need to know within two weeks what the decision is.” 
When I got no further feedback, only the intense stares of three estranged brothers, I nodded to myself. “Great. Let’s take the tour.”
I led the way through the foyer and into the vast living room. The house was built in the mid-1800s, which meant the ceilings were damn near twenty feet high and had amassed a fascinating collection of cobwebs through the years of neglect. 
My heels clicked against the parquet floor as I led them deeper. “Dining room. Kitchen. Bonus room.” I stopped along a back wall of windows in what had previously been used as a sunroom. “Five bedrooms upstairs. Three bathrooms total. Last lived in during the nineties. Plenty of renovation projects to undertake, provided the state of Oregon doesn’t become the owner. 
Colton peered up the wide staircase. “Twenty million in assets, huh? And this house isn’t a negative in that tally?”
“Not unless the foundation is made of gold or something,” Carson muttered, stomping the heel of his boot against the wood floor.
“Aside from all the other properties included in the inheritance, this house alone boasts an impressive wine cellar, along with twenty acres of land. As well as being a historical gem of the area. The Winter Harbor Historical Society would kill to have this house and turn it into a museum. And with the property values these days … yeah. You get the picture.”
“You didn’t include the wine cellar in your tour,” Carson muttered.
I ignored his snarky tone. “You’re welcome to keep looking around. Go check out the wine cellar.”
Carson merely replied with a squint and a snort.
I shrugged off his cantankerousness, chalking it up to shock and awe. Even though he was also just a jerk and in the last eight years, I doubted that had changed at all. “That’s the deal, boys,” I finally said. “Live in the house for a year together, or cede it to the state. The choice is yours.” And please choose to get rid of the house.
“My choice is a second opinion.” Callum’s voice had the same steely,  emotionless tone he’d used the day he’d broken up with me. 
Not like I still heard that voice in my nightmares on occasion or anything.
My brows lifted in slow-motion. Maybe this was the secret out I’d been waiting for. 
At this point, if they requested a second opinion, I’d be able to spin it to my boss well enough. I could probably still eke out the promotion. And wouldn’t that be the best-case scenario? Less time spent with the Winters brothers. Less time spent wilting in Callum’s presence.
“There’s no way our deceased father can command us to live inside a decaying house from the 1800s,” Callum went on. “We live in America, not in Medieval England.”
“Why would you bring medieval England into this?” Carson muttered.
Colton’s brows went together. “How could a house from the 1800s be in—”
“Quiet,” Callum’s voice emerged as a growl. And that was where the first crack in his cold facade began to crumble. 
They were still brothers, at the end of the day. I could almost see the three of them settling the Medieval England comment with a brotherly arm-wrestling battle. 
Or maybe a duel.
But nobody took it further, even though back in the day, Callum and I would have.
“You’re welcome to investigate a modern-day alternative,” I said, unable to hide my smirk. “Feel free to review your packets at your leisure. The will has been read, and the documents have been dispersed. Unless you choose to contest the will, my job today is done until you make your decision, at which time I will provide you with a list of the holdings. Normally, you would receive that list before agreeing to the year-long term, but one of the will conditions is that you must agree to the year before you get a list of the holdings.”
“Fucking Dad and his schemes,” Carson grumbled with a head shake.
I agreed with him, but since Carson and I were not friends, I chose not to respond. I fixed my gaze on Colton since he was the only person in the house I could look at without feeling nauseous. “Do you have any questions?”
The brothers were silent, but I could feel the discontent radiating off Callum. Even with all this time apart, I could still intuit the soft parts of his heart. And now, I suspected that this unexpected reunion would strengthen that connection that we’d had since the beginning. The connection that still plagued me even while we were apart. After everything that had transpired in my life—and probably his—since we were last together.
“You three can contact me through the firm if you need anything. And if you choose to go with a different lawyer, well … good luck. There isn’t much wiggle room with this case.”
I spun on my heels and headed for the front door, drinking in the interior of the house one last time.
Hope Creek Manor was the type of place I’d always wanted to live. Sure, I had a beautiful townhouse downtown, with a postage stamp backyard and plenty of herbs in my container garden, but this was the type of place that begged for a family. For a legacy. 
Inhabiting a house like this, with a man I chose and the children we loved, that was the secret fantasy that lurked within me. The fantasy I’d chosen to cover up with relentless promotions and ladder climbing once the heartbreak from Callum had shattered me. 
But once I’d been diagnosed with breast cancer
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