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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains references to addiction (discussed), drug use (off-page), death by overdose (off-page), and themes of child welfare, abuse/neglect (off-page). It is my hope that I have handled these topics with the care and attention they deserve.




READER NOTE

I am not a lawyer, but I consulted one on the legalities mentioned in this book. For the sake of the story, some liberties have been taken.

To ensure that the themes in this book have been handled with the care they deserve, a clinical therapist has been hired as an early reader and consultant throughout the writing process.




CHAPTER 1

Rhys

I HEAR THE DOORBELL. AND I IGNORE IT. I DON’T WANT whatever they’re selling.

So I continue surfing through the options of TV shows to watch next. Nothing appeals to me. Ted Lasso left me in a slump, and being too injured to work out has me bored.

Now there’s three strong knocks at the door. And I still don’t want to answer it. I come to this place to be left alone, so I pretend I don’t hear it. Door-to-door people always go away, eventually.

But not this person.

Now they knock five times.

Pissed off now, I push to stand and ignore the sharp twinge in my knee as I march across the open living space.

“Whatever it is, I’m not interested—” I yank the front door open, but I come eye-to-eye with absolutely no one. Just a clear view of the front street.

“Hi. I’m Tabitha.” The firm voice comes from below me, and I drop my chin to follow the sound. “Rhys, right?”

There’s a woman standing on my front doorstep. She has dark hair, nearly black. The onyx slashes of her eyebrows frame narrowed chocolate eyes that are ringed with a thick fringe of lashes. She’s short—next to me, most people are—but there’s something about the way she carries herself that feels tall.

She has a presence.

I say nothing, but she sticks her hand out to shake mine anyway. I stare at it, not wanting to be rude, but also wondering what the hell she wants. This place is my haven. No one knows me in Canada.

When I’m in Emerald Lake, no one bugs me.

And that’s how I like it.

“Hi? Hello?” She bobs her hand again, calling me out on the fact that I’ve stood here glaring at her and not made a single move. “If English isn’t your first language, I have some passable French. Otherwise, I’ll pull my phone out to translate.”

My lips flatten, and I reach forward to wrap my hand around her small one. “I speak English,” I mutter as I meet her eyes once more. “I just wasn’t expecting anyone.”

I can feel the calluses on her palms as she grips my hand. Hard. It’s a real, proper, honest handshake. “Who doesn’t love a surprise, am I right?”

“Me. I don’t love surprises.” Her eyes don’t leave mine, and I get the sense she’s sizing me up. Judging my worthiness. For what, I have no clue.

We continue staring and shaking hands tightly, even though at this point, the custom has dragged on for longer than necessary.

“Well, surprise!” she announces suddenly. “I’m your new tenant’s sister, and I’m currently helping her move in. I need to have a chat with you while she’s out.”

I drop her hand and blink. Her tone makes me feel like I’m in trouble. All I wanted was someone unobtrusive to live next door and maintain the place during my stretches away. Now I have some tiny terror on my front step, looking like she’s ready to interrogate me.

“Invite me in. We’ll cover our bases, and I’ll be on my merry way.”

She smiles now.

And it’s fucking blinding. It’s not demure or shy. It’s a weapon, and she knows exactly what she’s doing by pulling it out on me.

Before, I was quiet because I’m always suspicious of people who randomly show up at my door. Now I’m quiet because my brain is short-circuiting, and my eyes are wandering. Wandering over shiny strands of dark hair, tan skin, and the feminine flare of her hips.

Yeah. Tabitha, sister of my new tenant, is hot, looks like she thinks I might have bodies buried in my basement, and has a mean handshake.

Strangely, I’m into it.

So I step aside and gesture her in.

For a flash, she softens, a relieved smile touching her full lips as she wipes her palms nervously against acid-washed jeans. Her chin dips as she steps into the foyer with a muted, “Thanks.”

I muster a nod before closing the door and gesturing her through to the kitchen. The windows on this side of the A-frame face the lake. It’s a stunning view, and I can’t blame her for stopping to admire it.

“Beautiful.”

I watch her for a beat, eyes trailing her profile with a level of interest that I don’t bother hiding. She carries her shoulders tall, plush lips slightly parted. “It is.”

My gaze stalls out on her mouth. A sly grin twists those lips as she turns to me with a quirked brow. She returns my once-over just as blatantly.

“A man of few words, huh?”

“Guess so,” I respond, turning my back as I turn to open the fridge. “Drink?”

“Nah. I won’t be that long.” I can hear the amusement in her voice as she tugs out a stool at the island.

I take out a can of soda water and crack it, leaning against the counter behind me to face her. She’s folded her hands, fingers woven together, and pressed her lips in a tight line.

“So…” The word trails off, and I wait.

And I wait.

I take a casual sip of my bubbly water and set it on the counter beside me.

She continues staring at me, and I’m not oblivious to the way her eyes have shifted, following my arms as I cross them in front of me and take her in.

“So,” I say back, with a small twitch of my lips.

She sniffs and straightens, eyes flitting to the side and back. “I’m just going to come out with it. Erika has not had an easy go of it. Her stories are not mine to share. I just need to know that she and her son, Milo, will be safe here.”

I shift slightly. “Okay. My home base is out of the country, and I’m only here now and then. There’s an alarm system though.”

“That’s not the kind of safe I mean.” Her teeth strum at her bottom lip before she sighs. “Listen, I know I’m overstepping, but my sister is just finally in a good place, and I don’t know what she would or wouldn’t… Ugh.” The woman runs an agitated hand through her hair. “I hate myself for asking this, and she’d fucking kill me, but…if you have any drugs stronger than Tylenol, can you please put them somewhere that no one would suspect?”

My brows drop, and I lean forward. “What?”

“Prescription drugs. I want to make sure she won’t have access to them.”

“She’ll be living next door. Not with me.”

Tabitha shrugs and looks away again. “She’s charming and beautiful and finally back on track. Never say never.”

This woman has no clue how deep my trust issues go if she thinks I have designs on my new tenant. “I’m not planning on pursuing your sister.”

She flinches but doesn’t hesitate to look me dead in the eye when she says, “Well, that plan might be one-sided.”

“Are you…” I trail off, unsure of what to say. I have never had a more bizarre conversation with a perfect stranger in my life.

“I am being a snoopy, overprotective sister who has listened to her gush about you for two days. Just nod your head if you understand me, and we can agree to never talk about this again.”

I spent all of maybe thirty minutes around Erika when I first showed her the place. And a few more when I gave her the keys and met her son. She seemed accommodating about managing the mail situation along with the yard and gardens. She was nice. Okay, really nice.

Too nice?

And her kid was cute.

But my head definitely didn’t go there.

Still, I nod.

Tabitha’s palm slaps against the granite countertop, and a triumphant grin emerges on her face. “Excellent. Great. Good talk.” She slides off the stool, but not before taking one longing glance back over the space. “This is a nice kitchen. Nothing better than cooking with a view.”

“You like to cook?”

A soft smile touches her lips now. “You could say that.”

I move past the island, padding across the hardwood floors, drawn to her chaos and unpredictability. But she’s already walking toward the door.

Blowing out the way she blew in. Confident and direct but also… tentative.

You could say that.

It makes me wonder what’s written between the lines of that response. This entire encounter also makes me wonder about her sister’s story.

“Should I be worried about her? Your sister. As a tenant?”

After toeing on her sandals, she straightens and faces me once more. The evening sun filters in from the windows surrounding the front door, casting her features in a warm glow. Her cheeks have a pink tint, like she’s embarrassed for barging in here and oversharing. For interfering.

“She’s a girl who got injured playing volleyball in high school and was prescribed something she shouldn’t have. She’s been low. Really low. But she’s healthy now. She’s gotten help. I swear. She’s a good mom. And she’ll be a good tenant. I promise.”

There’s a plea in her eyes. Determination in the set of her jaw. And underneath it all, I’m too fucking soft to push back. If she needs help this desperately, I can give it.

“Okay.” I dip my chin and shove my hands into the pockets of my gray sweats. We’ve all hit rough patches. Far be it from me to hold that over the head of a woman I barely know.

“But…”

I glance back up slowly, not liking the sound of that but.

“If—and this is a big if—if she ever falls behind on rent, can you please call me? Day, night, whenever. I want her somewhere safe. I want a roof over her head. I want Milo happy and safe. I will pay if it comes to it.”

She slips a business card from her back pocket and holds it out to me. I reach for it—a little too eagerly. My fingers pinch the card stock, and I can see the Bighorn Bistro printed on it, but when I go to pull, she doesn’t let go.

My eyes snap to hers, and I can see the ferocity burning in them. She holds her opposite hand up, pinky finger extended. “Pinky swear.”

“Pinky swear?”

This encounter just keeps getting stranger.

“Yes. Pinky swear to me that you will call me if there’s a problem.”

I hold my pinky up with a deep chuckle. “You know these aren’t legally binding, right?”

Her finger curls around mine as her eyes point like arrows in my direction. “I know, but only a total asshole breaks a pinky promise.”

The woman is dead serious. And I’m too off-kilter to deny her.

“I pinky promise,” I reply gruffly.

She watches me for a beat, as though assessing the truthfulness of my promise. Then she nods and draws away. Without another word, she pulls the front door open and saunters out of my house. And I just stand there, arm propped on the doorframe, trying to wrap my head around that conversation.

Around that woman.

The one who, farther down the front walkway, turns to peek back over her shoulder.

For a few beats, I catch her looking. Or she catches me looking. To be honest, I don’t care which one it is.

I just know that usually I go out of my way to hide from too much attention.

But I don’t mind the way she looks at me.




CHAPTER 2

Tabitha

TWO YEARS LATER…

THE YELLOW DOOR BEFORE ME IS ALTOGETHER TOO CHEERful for a day like today.

Scuffs near the keyhole tell a story of full hands and rushed attempts to open the door. There’s a pink splatter over the canary gold at the bottom. Likely the only evidence of a grape-juice-box-meets-the-ground type of crime scene.

Milo loves grape juice.

His mom does too.

Did.

Erika loved—past tense—grape juice.

Heat builds behind my lashes, and I blink away the tears. Crying won’t see me through this job. Since we got the call last night, everyone around me has been crying. I can’t start too.

If I start, I worry I won’t know how to stop. Then shit won’t get done. And that’s my job right now.

Take care of her little boy. Navigate my parents’ grief. Run my restaurant. Get shit done.

Numb is preferable. Especially having just left the morgue.

So I push the urge to cry aside, roll from toe to heel a few times, as though I might be able to rock myself forward, into motion.

Toward my dead sister’s abandoned home to collect her belongings.

I both need to go in there and dread going in there. My lips twist into a sardonic grimace. Erika would have gotten a real kick out of seeing me wringing my hands on her front step. Too chickenshit to even face what she left behind. I suspect she’s somewhere watching me with a grin on her face right now. She’d say something like, You just identified my body. Vampirism would need more than twenty minutes to take effect.

I chuckle at my own made-up joke.

She wasn’t perfect—hell, I’m not either—but her dark sense of humor was spot-on.

“Okay, Erika, I’m going. I’m going,” I mutter in an amused tone, digging out the spare key I’ve been holding on to for two years.

I had it made when I helped her move in here and haven’t needed to use it until now. Mostly because I thought she was doing okay. I’ve always known addiction is a lifelong battle. I just thought she was holding the line.

I thought wrong.

The key clicks when I slide it in, and the door gives way when I grip the handle and press my thumb onto the lever. Sucking in a deep breath, I wait to see if any strong smells register. Nothing comes.

Judgmental little bitch.

I can hear Erika taunting me, clear as day. Somehow, this imaginary interaction brings me a sense of comfort. As a kid, she’d have killed me for going into her room. Borrowing her clothes or makeup always ended in a cat fight.

But we also always made up.

I chuckle darkly and shake my head. “Okay, sissy.” My arm straightens as I push the door open. “I’m here, and I’m going to take your clothes and jewelry, and there’s nothing you can do about it this time.”

Milo will want her things one day. I want him to have memories of her. Good ones.

With that in my head, my foot finally leaves the ground, and I move to step into the house.

But a deep foreboding voice brings me up short, and I freeze. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

My heart rate accelerates as I slowly turn away from the door. And then my eyes land on him.

Rhys.

Her landlord. The one who evicted her without a second fucking thought. One late payment, and he didn’t even bother to contact me. Instead, he gave her a week to clear out.

In a mad dash to keep a roof over her head, I swooped in and took Milo so she could focus on viewing new places in the area. But instead, she spiraled.

It wasn’t the first time she’d struggled with housing. When our parents kicked her out, she went on a binge that landed her in the hospital, clinging to life. And it’s been something that destabilized her ever since then. The worst was before Milo—she’d hit rock bottom after being kicked out of a house by her roommates.

I spent three sleepless days frantically searching Rose Hill for her. At the hospital. At the local police detachment. In the local shelter. Under the bridge that leads out of town. In that one campground near the river our parents always told us to stay away from. Once, when I found her dirty, and downtrodden, and slumped in a back alley, I promised myself I’d never let her end up there again.

It’s an image I’ve never been able to scrub from my mind.

But this time, I didn’t find her at all. Someone else did. She was in the basement of a house owned by people who didn’t even know her. There was mention of her arriving with a man that no one was able to identify. How she ended up at their party will always be a mystery to me.

What isn’t a mystery to me is that he’s the one who put her there. Rhys is the one who upended her fragile balance by kicking her out. It’s like she hadn’t even bothered looking for a place. She’d given up. Given in. And if he’d told me she was struggling like he promised, maybe she’d still be here.

In an instant, my urge to cry evaporates. Instead, the urge to rage on the hulking man standing on the front lawn, staring daggers in my direction, overwhelms me.

If Milo didn’t need me, I’d kill this big fucker with my bare hands and march myself to prison, convinced that I’d fulfilled my life’s purpose.

For now, I opt to clench my molars and glare back as I bite out as few words as possible. “I won’t take long.” I have three days to pack up all my big sister’s possessions, and then I’ll never have to set foot in this godforsaken town again.

The man’s head tilts, and a loose piece of dark hair flops over his forehead. It’s too long, and he’s used a touch too much product in an attempt to slick it back, making it appear almost wet. I focus on how unappealing that one lock of hair is so that my eyes don’t look at the rest of him.

The impossibly wide shoulders, the towering height, the dangerously dark eyes, the black tattoos that curl over his forearms, covering him from his wrist all the way up to where his T-shirt sits. It makes you wonder where else they go.

Yes, everything about this man screams sex.

I already knew that he was physically appealing. But now I also know that he’s indirectly responsible for Erika’s overdose. And I hate him for it.

“You can’t go in there.” His tone hedges no room for debate.

“Legally, I can go in there.”

He crosses his arms, which, with the size of his biceps, looks borderline uncomfortable. “Your name isn’t on the lease, and I never gave you a key. I doubt Erika did either.” A tendon pulses in his jaw, and the disdain in his gaze intensifies my anger.

“You doubt Erika did?” I repeat the words and nearly laugh as they leave my lips. “You’ve got a lot of nerve acting like you speak for her.”

“Says the woman who just announced she was going in to steal jewelry. We both know she wouldn’t want you in there.”

My mouth pops open. How dare he pretend he knows what terms my sister and I were on? “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

He stands taller, like a sentinel guarding a castle. It infuriates me. Where was this sense of contractual integrity when he booted her without honoring the pinky promise we made?

That agreement may have been childish, but it meant something to me.

The asshole’s facial expression gives nothing away. His delivery is perfectly even. “Not a joke in sight. If you want to enter the unit, you’ll need Erika’s permission.”

I bark out a loud, disbelieving laugh and shake my head at him. “Right, well, since you’re the Erika expert now, I’ll just wait here while you head down to the morgue and ask her permission.”

The mountain of a man flinches as though I slapped him, but then he takes a stuttered step forward, eyes searching. “Come again?”

“My sister is dead.”

God, saying it out loud is a shot to the heart. My voice cracks, but I forge ahead.

“My emotional bandwidth is shot, and my desire to talk to you is nonexistent. I’m next of kin, so if you want to call the cops and have me removed from the property”—I wave a dramatic hand over the front lawn as if welcoming a crowd to a show—“please be my guest.”

With that, I spin and barge into the house. I’m about to slam the door in his face with a flourish when he’s suddenly there, crowding me, towering over me, one massive hand gripping the door and keeping it from hitting him in the face.

I can feel the heat of his body, sense the threat in his stance, and smell the cinnamon scent in his hair product.

“And Milo?” His voice is all gravel, and I swear there’s a threat in his rough tone. One I don’t fucking appreciate.

But I also recognize his concern for the small boy because I feel it too. Acutely.

I let my eyes crash against his, both confused and agitated by his distress.

What I see in his dark irises is an apocalypse of storms. Fire and brimstone. And I’m certain mine are no better. As his gaze traces my face, I let my hatred take center stage on every feature, wanting to show him I’m not standing down, no matter how much he stomps around like he’s the fucking man of the house or whatever this territorial show is.

I decide on as little information as possible, but enough to get him to leave. “Milo is happy and safe.”

A brief flash of relief touches the man’s features as he retreats incrementally.

A soft moment.

A perfect spot for me to strike.

“I pinky promise,” I add cynically.

And then I slam the door in his face.




CHAPTER 3

Tabitha

I WAKE UP TO SOMETHING NUDGING MY FOOT, BUT I’M TOO fuzzy-headed to be all that bothered by the sensation. With a groan, I roll to my side. The bed is unusually hard, but I’m more worried about the way my stomach flips over on itself when I move.

A deep “Hey” filters from above as my consciousness finds some semblance of footing. Awareness seeps in slowly.

Boxing up my sister’s belongings.

Scotch.

Uncovering photos of us together as kids.

More scotch.

Finding her stash of recovery coins. Two years clean.

A lot more scotch.

Mathematically, my body must be at least ten percent scotch right now. The other ninety percent is self-loathing.

It only worsens when I brave opening my eyes and see the scruffy mountain man looking me over. The dark slashes of his brows only enhance the stony scowl on his face.

I peek to the side, and it turns out I’m not in a bed at all. I am flat on my back on the living room rug, surrounded by partially filled cardboard boxes. I’d held it together through the first day of packing. Day two fucked me though.

I throw an arm over my face as if that will keep him from staring at me. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“We need to talk.”

“Hard pass.” The smell of my breath bouncing off the crook of my arm makes me want to hurl all over the floor.

This is not my finest moment.

“You can leave now. Thanks. Bye,” I add, because Rhys hasn’t moved, and I think he might be too big and dumb to pick up on the dismissal.

“No.”

From over the ridge of my arm, I watch him take two long strides and plunk himself down on the couch like he owns the place.

Okay. He does own the place. But he’s…I don’t know. He just seems a little too comfortable here. Waltzing in. Lounging on my sister’s couch. Waking me up.

It makes me think he spent time here. With her. She spoke of him like she worshipped the ground he walked on, so it only makes sense. And it also makes the betrayal of him kicking her out that much worse.

Pain shoots through my head as I stand, but I ignore it. I refuse to appear weak in his presence. If I can hold my own in a kitchen full of chef-sized egos, I can keep it together around this asshole.

Breathing deep and even, I turn my back on him and walk toward the kitchen where the offending scotch bottle sits—mocking me. I pour myself a water, forcing my hands to be steady, because I can feel Rhys watching me. Analyzing me.

I can tell myself he’s big and dumb all I want, but it only takes a few beats of getting lost in his eyes to see the intelligence in their depths.

“Rough night?”

I snort as I stare down at the glass of water. I know I need it, but I also know there’s an excellent chance it will come straight back up.

“I’m packing up my dead sister’s belongings. Is it supposed to be fun and easy? If I wanted your opinion on how I should cope, I’d ask.”

The glass touches my lips, and I take a small sip before turning to face him. His heavy shoulders are pitched forward, elbows slung on his knees, white papers pinched between his massive fingers.

I pop a hip and glare back at him. “Was the part about leaving confusing for you?”

“It was crystal clear. I just don’t care.”

“Landlords need to give twenty-four hours’ notice before entering the property. I checked the rental board website.”

His jaw ticks. “You’re not my tenant.”

My teeth grind. “Oh, fuck off. I’m already down enough. I don’t need you here torturing me with your presence. In fact, you’ve got a lot of gall showing your face to me at all. I’ll be done today and out of here before dark. You’ll have your place back. Now go.”

“I’m the one with gall? That’s rich coming from you. Haven’t visited in two years and now you’re concerned?”

I recoil the second his words land. He doesn’t need to add a single other word for me to read between the lines. Interpret his sentiment. Blame myself.

The thought that Erika might still be alive if I’d been a more present sister has tortured me for days. She always told me Rhys valued his privacy and asked me not to come here, and I’d respected that. I tried not to pry, and I wanted so badly for her to feel some modicum of control over her life.

But we still saw each other often. She came to Rose Hill to visit me even though our parents had cut her off. I looked after Milo frequently and worked my schedule at the bistro around being an extra set of hands for her, so she didn’t have to care for a toddler all alone. The five-hour drive didn’t stop us.

They say it takes a village, and Erika didn’t have one even though she needed it. So I became her village, taking on as much as I could. I grew to love that kid like he was my own.

My parents keep telling me I went above and beyond for her…but wondering if I could have done more will haunt me forever.

Those last few times she’d asked me to take Milo, I’d been more exasperated than usual. She’d also been asking for my help more and more frequently.

I was tired. Overworked, overwhelmed, and low on cash. I’d started to feel taken advantage of, and I began asking a lot of questions about why she needed me quite so often. I think I had an inkling something was off…but I hadn’t followed up very thoroughly.

My eyes burn, and I hate myself for it. “Get. Out.”

Rhys has the good sense to drop his gaze, but I follow his line of vision and watch the tendons in his hands flex as he toys with the sheets of paper that hang from his fingers. “I can’t. I have to give you these. And I need to know where Milo is.”

I bristle, knowing I’ll protect Milo at all costs. Always have. Always will. “You don’t need to know shit—”

“This is a copy of Erika’s will.”

My eyes roll now. I love my sister, but the idea of her having a will is truly absurd. Every time I brought it up to her, she’d tell me she didn’t plan on dying. She was a lot of things, but a planner was not one of them. “Bullshit.”

What a weird fucking flex. I take another sip of water and shake my head as I set the glass back onto the counter.

The seconds stretch in an awkward silence, and Rhys says nothing.

The less he says, the more anxious I become.

Nausea hits me, but I get the sense that it’s not because of the water. It’s from whatever is about to come out of his mouth.

“I’m Milo’s legal guardian. It’s all here in writing. Signed.”

He holds the papers out as though they’re proof. As though he has some claim over my nephew. The one I’ve helped raise for three years.

It’s a cruel joke. It has to be. This guy is toying with me. He’s got to be.

A rude scoff tumbles from my lips. “Get fucked.”

Rhys’s face remains impassive. He just stares at me, and his cool, unaffected demeanor does nothing but fire me up. I storm across the room in my rumpled T-shirt and second-day leggings to go toe-to-toe with him.

In a furious and immature moment, I kick my socked foot against his bare one like he did to wake me up.

But harder.

He doesn’t flinch. He just tilts his head back and meets my eyes with his dark ones. They’re full of challenge. Hard like stone.

“Listen up, asshole. This is one sick fucking joke. You think this is funny? I’m devastated. I just lost my big sister, and you waltz in here to play inheritance games with me?” I rip the papers from his hand. The sound of the sheets crumpling is the only noise in the room besides my heavy breaths.

“Are you devastated though? Seems quite the one-eighty.”

A pained moan lurches from my throat. The sound is like what you’d make after falling from a tree as a child. All the air knocked from your lungs when your bones thud against the hard ground.

The way his words land feels much the same.

“You don’t even know her.”

“Actually, I do.” His gaze bounces between my eyes, searching for a reaction. Like he’s hoping to hurt me.

Understanding dawns on me. “Were you…were you together? She never told me.” Then fury hits, knowing that he tossed her out. “You fucked her and then fucked her over?”

His brows furrow, and he appears offended. “We weren’t—”

“You don’t know me.” I cut him off, too furious to listen to another word out of his shapely mouth. The thought that I once found him appealing only adds to my nausea. “You don’t know me at all. You clearly have no idea how close Erika and I were. Or the things I’ve done to keep my sister safe. The relationships I’ve tarnished to take her side. The debt I’ve put myself in to get her treatment. The sleep I’ve lost taking care of that little boy so that she could have some reprieve.”

I’m shaking from head to toe when I take the sheets of paper and toss them across the room. They float and scatter, but Rhys and I stay locked in on each other. “I love my sister, and having to stand here and endure you implying otherwise is, quite frankly, almost worse than the pain of her death. Especially when it’s your fault. She wouldn’t have been out on the street getting back into that shit if you hadn’t evicted her.”

“I did—”

“No. Shut up. That little boy? He’s mine. He’s all I have left of her. So you can take your bullshit contract and fuck all the way off. Now get out. I never want to see you again.”

The tendon in Rhys’s jaw flexes, like I’ve pissed him off by relaying the truth. And when he stands, I don’t back down, even though the power dynamic has dramatically shifted. It’s hard to look imposing when you barely come up to a man’s sternum.

Especially one who exudes the type of raw power this one does.

But I don’t care. I stand my ground—arms crossed, eyes narrowed, nostrils flaring.

He steps around me, but he’s too broad to avoid contact altogether. His upper arm brushes against my shoulder, and a shiver races down my spine. I tell myself the reaction is utter revulsion. Because being attracted to him would be the ultimate betrayal.

He pads away with stiff movements, head held high, and my eyes wander over his body. His muscular frame shows not a single sign of guilt as he slides his feet into a pair of plain black Vans.

“You still need to read the papers, Tabitha,” is what he tosses over his shoulder before leaving.

The minute the door clicks shut, I rush to the pieces of paper and sink to the floor with them. I gather them up, and my eyes race over the lines. Blue ink in the exact shape of my sister’s signature flows across a simple, but final, black stripe. I run the pads of my fingers over the indent there, reveling in the connection. Knowing she touched where I’m touching now.

But then the reality of this contract sinks in.

It has me running to the bathroom and throwing myself down in front of the toilet as my stomach turns over.

And it’s not because of the scotch.

It’s because the will looks awfully authentic.




CHAPTER 4

Rhys

I WATCHED ERIKA’S SISTER PACK BOXES OF SENTIMENTAL belongings into a U-Haul with sagging shoulders and a pale face. I saw her open the front door for a local women’s shelter and let them take away the furniture that was left behind. Then I listened to her tell herself, “Toughen up, because crying won’t solve anything,” through the flimsy wall that divides the duplex.

And since she left three days ago, I have felt like a pile of human garbage. And not only because I’m gutted over the shocking news of Erika’s death. But because I was a fucking dick to her sister.

When Tabitha Garrison showed up on my front doorstep, I was convinced she was just as problematic as Erika made her out to be.

But now? Having watched her?

The woman is heartbreak personified, and I’m not convinced of anything.

Which is why when my lawyer called me saying that Tabitha requested I come see Milo in Rose Hill, I begrudgingly obliged. Still, I decided to lean into the element of surprise and show up unannounced so that I can get a real read on the situation.

I know what it’s like to grow up without parents—without family—and I can’t in good conscience take a child away from his relatives without seeing the situation with my own two eyes.

But I also know that Erika was clear about wanting Milo with me—even if that meant taking him back to my home base in Florida.

And that’s why I’m on the road to a small town called Rose Hill. That’s why I’m doing any of this at all.

For Milo.

The little boy with big dark curls and even bigger blue eyes. He reminds me just a little too much of myself—his entire situation altogether too close to my own.

My navigation pipes up with “Your destination is ahead on the right,” which has me pressing the brake pedal to slow down. I don’t want to roll right up to Tabitha’s house. I want a minute to compose myself. To look around and get the lay of the land.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t here searching for reasons why this is a terrible place for Milo to stay. But the drive wasn’t terrible at all. In fact, the town center is downright charming. Quieter, with less glitz and glam than Emerald Lake.

This is a true mountain town, shadowed by jagged, rocky peaks above, built around the still, dark-blue water of the lake below. It’s rugged and wild, and I bet it gets a fuckton of snow in the winter. Even now, in June, there’s a slight chill in the breeze as I step out of my vehicle.

I open the rear door of my truck and grab my worn denim jacket, weighing whether it’s necessary. Eventually, I rationalize that the temperature is just on the edge of needing it.

Deep down, I know that I’m putting off walking the half block up to Tabitha’s house to face an uncomfortable situation.

I grumble and shake my head at myself, then press the lock button on my key fob before turning away and beginning my approach. Trees line the street, their fresh leaves a vibrant green. The sidewalk beneath my feet shows the cracks of time, the odd broken piece where a root has breached the surface. The neighborhood isn’t new, but it’s established. Well-loved.

Every home on the street displays signs of pride and attention, and it makes me wonder if Tabitha’s matches the same level of care. Can a woman who works as obsessively as Erika told me she does have time to keep a yard as meticulous as the others?

If she didn’t have time for her sister, she couldn’t have had time for that kind of thing.

Before I can even see the property, I can hear it. I can hear him.

It hits me hard in the chest, my throat clogging with emotion as the sound filters to my ears.

Laughter.

A little boy’s and a woman’s. One deeper and raspier, the other a high-pitched giggle. And it’s a giggle I know well.

Because he does it with me too.

The woman’s laughter sounds a little too much like Erika on a good day, and the memory has me moving toward the sound without thinking twice.

It only takes me a few tentative steps to have a clear view. Tabitha and Milo are at the base of a large tree, on the lawn of a well-tended yard. Behind them is a quaint craftsman-style home with a sprawling front porch and sizeable windows. White siding and brick pillars that reach from deck to roof add a certain old-world charm to the place. The front door is painted a bright apple-green, which matches the patterned cushions on the patio furniture and the meticulously squared-off hedges that frame the property.

It would appear that Tabitha is perfectly capable of managing her yard.

I turn my attention back to her. She’s on her knees at the base of the tree, speaking in low, even tones to her nephew. And when she raises her hand, I see it—a bright yellow-and-black-striped caterpillar inching across her palm.

“Again!” Milo chants with an excited trill to his voice.

“Of course. But you need to be cool. We don’t want to scare this little guy. Gentle hands, right?” She looks Milo in the eye and doesn’t use some stupid baby voice to relay the information. She talks to him like he understands completely.

And he does. He may only be three, but Milo is an old soul. And with her direction, he goes from wiggling with excitement to taking a deep breath and calmly reaching a steady, chubby hand forward.

“Ready?”

He nods, baby teeth pressing into his bottom lip as though steeling himself. She butts her hand against his, creating a flat expanse where their palms join. The caterpillar inches its way across, and the farther it travels, the bigger Milo’s grin grows.

But me? I can’t take my eyes off his aunt.

The elegant slope of her neck, the way her bare shoulder peeks from the off-kilter neckline of her navy knit sweater. The tips of her breasts create two clear points in the fabric, but I don’t let my eyes linger there. Instead, I move to the silky dark hair that’s effortlessly twisted up and clipped at her crown. Loose pieces tumble free and frame her doll-like face.

But the most attractive thing about Tabitha Garrison might be the way she’s gazing back at Milo, like he’s one of the wonders of the world.

It hurts to watch.

It hurts because I’ll take no pleasure in removing Milo from this place.

But it’s what I promised Erika I’d do.




CHAPTER 5

Tabitha

I CAN’T TAKE MY EYES OFF MILO. THE LOOK OF PURE WONDER on his sweet face is mesmerizing.

Whoever his father is must have the most beautiful curly hair, because the ringlet dropped in the middle of Milo’s forehead right now certainly never came from our side of the family where poker-straight hair abounds.

I never did find out who his biological dad is. Either Erika didn’t know, or she chose not to tell me. I never pressed her on it, because the news of Milo came about during a particularly low phase of her life. In fact, he’s the reason she focused so hard on healing for those few years. And all I knew was that I was happy to see my sister trying.

The fuzzy caterpillar makes its way across his palm, and he’s captivated by the experience.

“Good, now move your other hand like this”—I raise his free hand to extend the space—“and you can keep him there for longer.”

“Wow.” His little cherry lips murmur the word with awe.

“Pretty amazing, right?”

A subtle nod is all I get. It’s as though he’s entranced. The feeling is mutual, because I see so much of my sister in him. And my heart aches that she won’t be here to see him grow.

I haven’t broken the devastating news to him yet, though I know I need to. The only saving grace is that spending a few weeks with me or his grandparents isn’t out of the ordinary for Milo.

Still, I have my appointment with a highly recommended therapist this afternoon. Because I want to get this right. Say the correct things, support him in the best way possible. Give him what he needs.

I can’t even think about losing him to another country right now. If I dwell on that, I’ll crumble completely.

So instead, I watch him lift one pudgy finger and swipe gently over the top of the caterpillar. “Wow. Soft,” he murmurs. And I can’t help but smile.

“He’ll grow into a spotted tussock moth, eventually.”

Milo’s eyes widen. “This becomes a moth?”

“Yes. Almost like a butterfly. They’re both a sign of a healthy ecosystem. They help pollinate flowers, and you know how important that is.”

I grin at him, and he grins back. Because he knows. He’s been flower picking with me plenty of times. Edible toppers, tea flavoring, a splash of color on the bistro tables. I guess you could say I’m big on flowers.

The rattle of a car driving past draws my attention, but it’s not the vehicle that keeps it. It’s the scruffy, foreboding mountain of a man standing on the sidewalk at the edge of my property glaring at us.

Rhys Dupris.

The man whose full name has been haunting me since I read it on that will. He looks miserable and delicious all at once. That seems to be his brand. And I hate that I see him that way at all. I just can’t seem to help myself.

We stare at each other for a few beats as my stomach sinks down into my toes, dread coursing through my veins. I had planned to make my plea, to use lawyers and tug on some shred of empathy this man might possess to reconsider taking Milo away. Because everything with that will checks out.

But the scowl on his face isn’t promising. He looks downright pissed off.

“I had no idea you were coming today,” I blurt, still kneeling on the damp ground, completely caught off guard.

“I know,” he rumbles in that impossibly low timbre. It’s a voice that could make a girl’s toes curl, but in this instance, all it does is make me feel intentionally put on the spot. Judged. Like he expected to pop out from behind a bush and catch me doing something untoward.

Nah, all this man does is get my back up.

Which is why my jaw drops when my nephew’s body tenses, and his bare feet pitch up onto tippy-toes as he squeals in the sweetest, most sugary voice, “Ree!”

I’m so shocked by his familiarity that I almost let him toddle off and take our poor caterpillar along for the ride. “Milo, honey. Let’s put the caterpillar back on the tree.”

I reach for his arm and guide him back to the trunk. He’s vibrating with excitement, and I tell myself that’s why my hands shake as I aid him in carefully returning the bug to its home.

But the minute the caterpillar latches itself onto the bark, Milo turns and races across the grass, launching himself at Rhys. He takes a flying fucking leap. As though he knows in his bones that Rhys will catch him. As though he knows him.

I find it confusing. I find it hard to watch.

So I clench my jaw and keep my gaze on the lawn as I push to standing, brushing at the knees of my jeans. I sigh in defeat when I realize there are grass stains on the light denim.

Of course I have to look like this when he shows up. No bra. Grass-stained knees. Messy hair that smells like cake because it’s full of dry shampoo. Dark circles under my eyes that match the old-ass blue sweater I threw on this morning.

I suppose the win is that today I don’t reek of scotch.

Small fucking victories.

Still, I refuse to cower in his presence. I shimmy my shoulders and stand taller, crossing my arms and tipping my nose up like I’m the queen of something more than this partially updated craftsman and a semi-successful small-town restaurant.

I watch them. Rhys has Milo in his arms, the small boy nestled against his side with his tiny head resting on a massive shoulder.

It should be cute.

Instead, it makes my stomach clench and pulse as though my heart has dropped right down into the pit of it.

My only hope in hell with this entire shit show was to make Rhys see that Milo loves me, and his grandparents, and this town. And that we all love him too. Erika may not be here anymore, but Milo is well loved.

And yet, only a fool could witness the tender way this man rests his cheek against Milo’s, taking a deep whiff of the little boy’s hair before letting his eyes flutter shut, and still think he doesn’t love him in some way too.

“Missed you, little man,” he grumbles gruffly before lifting his head to meet my watery eyes. Then he nods in my direction. “Tabitha.”

“Tabby Cat!” Milo wiggles in Rhys’s arms before reaching for me, signaling he wants to be let down. But Rhys looks shaken somehow. His eyes narrow on me, and his nostrils flare and contract. Like a bull about to charge.

“I wanna go down,” Milo clarifies. “Show you my caterpillar!”

Rhys gently places him down on the sidewalk, eyes not straying from mine as his powerful body unfurls.

Milo takes him by the hand and tugs him in my direction. My heart rate accelerates as they approach.

“Right here.” Milo points at the bug’s yellow and black body, and I stand as still as the tree as he regurgitates the information I just shared with him about the species. It’s only made more adorable by the confidence with which he mispronounces things.

“Aunty Tabby Cat and I love flowers,” he finishes with a thoughtful nod before turning his attention back to the caterpillar.

“Tabby Cat?” Rhys asks.

I shrug nonchalantly. “Long-standing nickname.”

His eyes skitter across me, searching my face from beneath his heavy brow as though I’m incredibly suspicious in some way, and I quickly drop his gaze. This guy is one big nerve-wracking mindfuck. My nose prickles and I glance away, skin crawling under the weight of his gaze, heart pounding like it might beat right out of my chest. I don’t know why it feels like my worthiness of being around Milo is being assessed right now, but it does.

And I swear Milo must sense my discomfort, because one of his arms reaches back to wrap around my thigh in an absent-minded side hug.

My nephew may find nothing strange about this meeting, but I do. So I steer the conversation back to the issue at hand, keeping things vague. “So what brings you here unexpectedly?” I ask, before dropping my voice and adding in a saccharine tone, “Other than enjoying kicking people while they’re down.”

The tendon in Rhys’s jaw flexes, and he rolls his eyes.

Irritating him feels like success, so I take it as a win and carry on. “I was assuming I’d hear a response to my invite before you showed up.”

“I needed to see the situation for myself.”

I scoff, threading my fingers through Milo’s thick hair as though that will help set my nerves at ease. “The situation is—” I stop short from eviscerating him with my words when Milo turns and presses an absent kiss to my thigh. He’s always been snuggly and affectionate, and I’ve always soaked up that aspect of him.

I peer back up at Rhys, only to see him staring at the spot on my jeans. His eyes linger where pudgy fingers tap happily against denim, as though he can’t believe what he’s seeing.

“The situation is…” My words come out gently, but my glare expresses how I feel about him. He’s an intruder. An interloper. Someone who doesn’t know shit about shit when it comes to me and the lengths I’ll go to protect the people I love. “That Milo will be heading to my parents’ place right away. And then I have a meeting. In fact, it’s one you may want to sit in on since you fancy yourself so intrinsic to this entire situation.”

Milo turns and looks up at us. “I get to go to Grandma and Grandpa’s house?”

Rhys’s head flips in his direction, and his body language shows his discomfort. His massive biceps cross, and he seems to rock from side to side.

I force a smile as I ignore him and focus on my nephew. “You know it. Sleep over too, since I work tonight. I’ll be there in the morning to get you.”

“Will you bring chocolate croissants?” The way he pronounces croissants usually cracks me up, but today it just makes me sad.

I’d taken him to the bistro this morning to have them fresh out of the oven. I watched him lick his fingers with such enjoyment and spent the whole time thinking how gutted I’d be to never get to see him gobble up my baking again. The little noises he makes when he’s enjoying something. The way his eyes go extra round when he asks for another one.

It had almost moved me to tears, except West Belmont rolled in all smiles and chuckles and talking about his dorky bowling team, which provided the perfect distraction to keep myself together.

“I could—” a deep voice starts.

“Of course! I bet Grandma and Grandpa would love that too. Milo, I packed your bag already.” I cut in before Rhys can say something that would undoubtedly be overstepping. Because I swear I can see it written all over him. I’m aware of the legal ramifications of that will, but if he thinks I will roll over, give him my nephew, and send them on their merry way, he’s got another thing coming. “Why don’t you go grab it from your room?”

Milo’s cheeks go round on a wide grin, and he nods excitedly. “Be right back!” He tears off, running a few strides before turning back to face us. “Don’t go anywhere. Not you or you,” he adds, pointing at both Rhys and me in turn.

Then he blasts happily through the front door, oblivious to the tension and heartbreak surrounding him.

“He has a room here?” Rhys’s brows furrow when he asks the question.

I hate to give him a single thing, but I can’t help but notice he looks genuinely confounded. “Of course. He spends a lot of time with me.”

He swallows heavily before straightening, his expression giving nothing away. “And he likes to spend time with your parents?”

Now it’s my turn to scrunch my features in confusion. “I mean, yeah. They spoil the hell out of him. What three-year-old wouldn’t love that?”

He gives one firm nod. “I thought they weren’t in the picture.”

“Seems like you thought a lot of things without knowing a single one.”

Rhys shifts in place, cheeks burning, and I can’t help but think: Good. You could stand to be taken down a few pegs.

“I thought she was…they were…”

“Cut off? Estranged? Yes.” I wince without meaning to. It has always killed me that I couldn’t help them make peace. And it makes me wonder what other dirty laundry he knows about our family. “Too much water under the bridge, I guess. So I became the bridge
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