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    For my beloved husband, the foundation of my life.

And for my family, my constant support.
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            "Lovers don't finally meet somewhere. They're in each other all along."

— Rumi

      

    


​PROLOGUE 

The house was cold.

It was a strange thing to think, given that it was the middle of a sweltering Auckland summer and the thermostat was set to a precise twenty-two degrees. But the chill had nothing to do with the temperature. It was in the bones of the place—in the stark white walls, the polished marble floors, and the minimalist furniture that looked like it belonged in a gallery, not a home. It was a house designed to be looked at, not lived in. Chloe’s masterpiece.

I was in my study, a room that was my only sanctuary, though even here her influence was in the single, brutally uncomfortable chair she’d picked out. I should have been finalising the quarterly reports for her father’s construction firm. It was the safe, sensible job I’d taken a decade ago, leaving my own ambitions behind.

But tonight, I was committing an act of rebellion.

Hidden beneath a stack of financial projections was a worn leather sketchbook, and on its open page was the ghost of the man I used to be. My pencil moved across the paper, the soft scrape of graphite the only sound in the silent house. A small home took shape under my fingers—not a monument of glass and steel, but a quiet structure of wood and stone, nestled into the side of a hill, overlooking a lake I’d only ever seen in my imagination. A house with a soul. For the first time in weeks, I felt a flicker of something real.

“What’s this, Ryan? Doodling again?”

Chloe’s voice cut through the quiet. I hadn’t heard her come in. She stood in the doorway, a vision in a silk robe, a glass of Marlborough Sauvignon Blanc in her hand. She glided into the room, the scent of her expensive perfume invading my space.

“It’s just an idea,” I said, my voice flat.

She leaned over my shoulder to look, her expression one of mild, condescending amusement. “An idea for what? Another one of your fantasy cabins? It’s a sweet little hobby, I suppose.” She straightened up and took a delicate sip of her wine. “But you do remember the Henderson project reports are due for Dad on Monday, don’t you?”

Before I could answer, she placed her wine glass down on the desk. Directly on top of my sketch. A perfect, wet ring of condensation immediately began to bleed into the paper, warping the clean lines of the roof I had just drawn.

She didn’t even notice. She was already turning to leave. “Don’t be up too late. We have brunch with the Vanderbilts tomorrow.”

She walked out, leaving the glass on my drawing like a flag planted on conquered territory. I stared at the spreading wet mark, at the way it blurred the one clear, honest thing I had created. I didn’t feel anger anymore. That had been burned out of me years ago. All I felt was a profound, hollow ache.

I slowly closed the sketchbook, trapping the dream—and the watermark of her indifference—inside. I had made the safe choice, the responsible choice. I had chosen her. And piece by piece, year by year, I was paying the price.
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Chapter 1 -Sophia
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The GPS had announced my arrival three minutes ago, but the driveway kept unspooling, a ribbon of impossibly black asphalt cutting through a forest of native bush so perfectly manicured it looked more like a nature reserve than a front yard. Towering ponga ferns and ancient pūriri trees formed a lush, green canopy overhead. My beat-up Honda felt sacrilegious here, a blemish on a perfect, sprawling Coatesville canvas of wealth.

When the house finally came into view, my breath caught. It wasn’t a house; it was a statement. A monument of glass, grey stone, and dark wood that seemed to both command the landscape and merge with it. It was stunning, intimidating, and so profoundly not my world that I felt a sudden, sharp pang of homesickness for the cramped two-bedroom flat I’d just left in Dunedin.

But then the front door opened, and my mother appeared, and the feeling vanished.

She was radiant. That was the only word for it. Helen, my beautiful, perpetually worried mother, was glowing from the inside out. The fine lines of stress around her eyes seemed to have vanished, and she moved with an easy grace I hadn’t seen in years. Beside her, Liam stood with a proprietary arm around her waist, his smile easy and genuine. He was handsome in that expensive, well-maintained way—early forties, tailored clothes, a watch that probably cost more than my entire university tuition. But the way he looked at my mom... that was real. It was the look she’d deserved her whole life.

“You made it!” Mom enveloped me in a hug that smelled of her familiar perfume mixed with something new, something expensive. “What do you think?”

“It’s... a lot,” I managed, my eyes still trying to take in the scale of the entrance hall, with its soaring ceiling and a chandelier that looked like a frozen explosion of stars.

“It’s home, Sophia,” Liam said, his voice warm. He shook my hand, a firm, friendly grip. “And it’s your home now, too. For as long as you want.”

I smiled, a genuine one. I was happy for them. Truly. But as they led me through rooms that flowed into one another like a river of polished concrete and floor-to-ceiling glass, the feeling of being an outsider crept back in. I felt it in the way the silk of my vintage tea dress, a Cuba Street find I treasured, seemed to whisper against the stark, modern furniture. I was a guest in my mother’s new life, a visitor in a museum.

“And this is the main living area,” Mom said, gesturing to a vast space with a wall made entirely of glass, overlooking an infinity pool that bled into the horizon. “The guesthouse is just past the trees there. That’s where Liam’s friend Ryan is staying.”

My eyes followed her gesture. A man was standing by the far edge of the pool, his back to us, talking on his phone. He was too far away to see his face, but the sheer size of him was impossible to miss. He was tall, with a breadth to his shoulders that the simple grey t-shirt he wore did nothing to hide. He moved with a restless energy, pacing a short line as he spoke, and even from this distance, I could see the powerful lines of his body.

Wow, I thought, a purely reflexive, appreciative little hum in my brain. For an older guy, he is really well-built.

“Is he nice?” I asked, my attention still snagged on the figure by the pool.

“Ryan? He’s wonderful,” Liam said. “He’s going through a rough patch, but he’s the best man I know.”

“Sophia, come see your room!” Mom said, her voice pulling me away. I gave the man one last glance before turning to follow her down a long, sunlit hallway. The thought of him evaporated as I was hit with the next wave of overwhelming luxury.

Later, in the ridiculously beautiful guest room they’d prepared for me—a room bigger than my entire old flat—I sank onto the king-sized bed and let out a long breath. The house was quiet, the air still and cool. I felt a strange mix of gratitude and dislocation. I was here, on the cusp of starting my new job in the CBD, my new adult life, and yet I felt like a child playing dress-up in her mother’s far more glamorous world.

I pushed the thought away. This was a good thing. My mom was happy, I had a safe place to land, and a promising career waiting for me. That was all that mattered. The house, the wealth, the handsome, broad-shouldered stranger by the pool—they were all just background noise.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 - Ryan
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The guesthouse was a masterpiece of minimalist luxury, which was a polite way of saying it was beautiful, empty, and cold. Just like my life. I’d been here for three weeks, living in a state of suspended animation, a ghost haunting my best friend’s ridiculously opulent property. The only sounds were the chimes of a tūī in the kōwhai tree and the whisper of the ventilation system. Gratitude and humiliation were shitty bedfellows, but they were the only ones I had.

“No, Mark, I don’t want to contest it,” I said into my phone, pinching the bridge of my nose. “She can have the house. She can have the goddamn furniture. I just want it over.”

I paced the edge of the infinity pool, the water a placid, mocking blue against the rugged green backdrop of the Waitākere Ranges in the far distance. On the other end of the line, my lawyer droned on about assets and equity. It was all just noise. White noise to drown out the last ten years. I ended the call, the frustration a bitter taste in my mouth, and shoved the phone into the pocket of my jeans.

My world had become a series of grey, muted days. Wake up, work out, field calls from lawyers, pretend to Liam that I wasn’t drowning. Repeat. I scrubbed a hand over my face and looked up at the main house, a monument of glass and stone that stared back at me, impassive.

And then I saw her.

She was standing in the main living area, framed by a wall of glass like a piece of art in a gallery. My first thought was that Helen had a friend over. But this woman... she was different. She wasn’t wearing the typical uniform of the women in this social set—the tight, branded resort wear. She was in a soft, floral dress that looked like it belonged in a Ponsonby boutique from another era, something graceful and feminine that clung to a figure that was anything but old-fashioned. Long legs, a narrow waist, and curves that the demure cut of the dress couldn’t hide. She held herself with a quiet sort of poise, her head tilted as she looked around the room.

A purely physical, instinctual jolt went through me. It was the first real thing I’d felt in months. A raw, male appreciation for a beautiful woman. Fuck.

She turned slightly, and I got a glimpse of her profile. High cheekbones, a sweep of dark hair, a serious expression. She looked... timeless. Mature. My mind, for a brief, stupid second, started to wonder.

Then Liam and Helen moved into the frame beside her. Liam put his arm around Helen, and Helen put her arm around the woman. And the bottom dropped out of my stomach.

Shit.

This wasn’t a friend. This was the daughter. Sophia. The university kid Liam had told me was coming home to start a new job. The girl who was supposed to be... well, a girl.

The woman in the window didn’t look like a girl. But the reality was inescapable. She was Helen’s daughter. Liam’s soon-to-be stepdaughter. She was twenty-two, and I was thirty-eight. She was the beginning of her life, and I was standing in the smoking wreckage of mine.

The initial, hot flash of attraction curdled into something sour and self-recriminating. I felt like a cliché. A lecherous old man. I took a step back, into the shadow of the guesthouse, as if the distance could erase the thought.

I watched as Helen led her away, and the frame was empty again. But the image of her was burned onto the back of my eyelids.

Get a grip, I told myself, turning my back on the house. The thought was dangerous. The situation was impossible. She was a kid, she was family, and she was absolutely, one hundred percent, off-limits. I just had to make sure I remembered that.
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Chapter 3 - Sophia
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I woke to the unfamiliar silence of a house that seemed to swallow sound whole. Back in my flat, mornings were a symphony of sirens, the rubbish truck’s groan, and my roommate’s alarm. Here, the only noise was the distant call of a morepork fading with the dawn and the pale, hazy light filtering through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

A run. That’s what I needed. Something to clear my head and burn off the feeling of being a guest in a five-star hotel. I pulled on a pair of sleek black running tights and a simple grey tank top, tying my hair back in a tight ponytail. My plan was to grab a quick flat white and be out the door before anyone else was awake.

The house was even more intimidating in the morning quiet. My running shoes were soundless on the cool, polished concrete floors as I navigated the maze of hallways toward the kitchen. On the massive island sat a bowl of perfectly ripe feijoas, their unique, sweet scent perfuming the air.

I was expecting to be the first one up, so the sight of the man from the pool—Ryan—standing in front of the monstrously complex coffee machine stopped me in my tracks. He was even bigger up close, his broad back turned to me as he stared at the array of buttons and dials with a look of quiet fury. He was dressed in a pair of worn grey sweatpants that hung low on his hips and a plain black t-shirt that stretched taut across his shoulders. He hadn't heard me.

“It’s a beast, isn’t it?” I said, my voice sounding louder than I intended in the cavernous space.

He startled, turning around so quickly that a bit of the coffee in his mug sloshed over the side. His eyes, a shade of blue so intense they seemed to burn, widened for a second. They did a quick, involuntary sweep down my body, taking in my running gear, before flicking back to my face. His expression shuttered, becoming guarded and remote. I felt a sudden, acute awareness of my own skin, of the way the thin fabric of my top clung to my chest.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” I said, offering a small, awkward smile.

“You didn’t,” he grunted, his voice a low rumble. He wiped the counter with a cloth, his movements precise and economical. “Just trying to figure this thing out.”

“My mom said it has an app,” I offered, moving cautiously toward the other side of the massive kitchen island. It felt like approaching a wary animal. “Which seems a little excessive for a cup of coffee.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips but vanished just as quickly. “Excessive seems to be the theme around here.”

The air crackled with a strange, uncomfortable tension. I felt an overwhelming urge to fill the silence. “I’m Sophia, by the way. We didn’t really get introduced yesterday.”

“I know who you are,” he said. It wasn’t unkind, just a flat statement of fact. He leaned back against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest. The movement pulled the fabric of his shirt tight, and I found my eyes snagging for a half-second on the hard line of his bicep before I forced them back to his face.

“Right. Well, I was just about to head out for a run,” I said, gesturing vaguely at my clothes. “Trying to get my bearings.”

He just nodded, his gaze unreadable.

“Morning, you two!” Liam’s cheerful voice boomed as he strode into the kitchen, already dressed in a crisp polo shirt and chinos. The tension instantly dissipated, like a popped balloon. “Ah, Ryan, I see you’re still fighting with the Nespresso machine. You’ll give in and let me make it for you one of these days.”

Liam breezed past him, grabbing a mug. “Sophia, did you sleep okay? Don’t let this one scare you off,” he said, jerking his chin towards Ryan with an easy grin. “He’s just grumpy before he’s had his caffeine. Comes from giving your ex-wife everything you own in a divorce. Makes a man irritable.”

The comment hung in the air, shockingly casual. I saw Ryan’s jaw tighten, a muscle flexing in his cheek. I felt a hot flush of embarrassment for him, for the casual way Liam had just laid his private pain bare on the kitchen island.

“Liam,” Ryan said, his voice low and tight with warning.

“What? It’s true,” Liam said, completely oblivious as he worked the coffee machine with practiced ease. “He’s too noble for his own good, this one. Let her take the house in Remuera, the Range Rover, everything. A clean break, he said. I say it was a clean-out.”

I looked at Ryan, and for a fleeting moment, his mask of indifference slipped. I saw a flash of raw, profound hurt in his eyes before it was gone, replaced by that same guarded wall. He pushed off the counter.

“I’m going for a run,” he announced to no one in particular, and then he was gone, his long strides carrying him out of the kitchen and down a path that wound through the damp ponga ferns.

I stood there, a weird, hollow feeling in my stomach, the words “me too” dying on my lips. Liam just shook his head, handing me a perfectly made latte. “He’ll be fine,” he said. “He just needs time.”

I took the mug, the warmth seeping into my hands. My own plans for a run suddenly felt complicated. And as I sipped the coffee, I amended my earlier assessment of the man by the pool. He wasn’t just off-limits because of circumstance. He was off-limits because he was wounded, and he was trying like hell to run from it.
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Chapter 4 - Ryan
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The gravel of the long driveway crunched under my running shoes, the rhythm a punishing beat I set against the chaos in my head. I ran hard, pushing my pace down the winding country lane, past lifestyle blocks with post-and-rail fences and paddocks dotted with sheep. The air was thick and humid, smelling of damp earth and the sharp, clean scent of mānuka scrub. I was running from the house, from Liam’s suffocating generosity, from the ghost of my failed marriage. But mostly, I was running from the image of Sophia standing in the kitchen.

My mind kept replaying the scene on a torturous loop. The moment I turned and saw her. It wasn’t just a girl in workout clothes. It was the long, clean lines of her body, the gentle curve of her hips in the tight black fabric, the way the simple tank top clung to the swell of her breasts. A hot, unwelcome coil of lust had tightened in my gut. It was a purely physical, primitive reaction, the kind I hadn’t felt in years, and it was directed at the one woman on the planet I couldn’t have. Fuck. The thought was crude, immediate, and I hated myself for it.

I’d seen the way her eyes had widened, the way she’d felt my gaze on her. And I’d immediately thrown up every wall I had.

Then Liam had walked in, all sunshine and casual cruelty. He’d laid my life bare on that marble island like it was a piece of gossip, a funny anecdote. Comes from giving your ex-wife everything you own. The words had been a slap in the face, a stark reminder of my status here: the charity case, the broken friend Liam had taken in. The humiliation had been a physical thing, a hot spike of shame that made me want to punch a wall.

But the worst part, the part that was really messing with my head, was Sophia’s reaction.

She hadn’t smirked. She hadn’t looked away in discomfort. She had looked right at me, and in her eyes, I’d seen a flash of something that looked dangerously like empathy. She’d been embarrassed for me. She’d seen the cheap shot for what it was, and she’d seen the wound it left.

That single look was more dangerous than her body in running tights. The physical attraction I could fight. It was just biology, a base impulse I could starve with distance and self-control. But the feeling of being seen... that was a threat on a whole other level. It was a crack in the numb foundation I’d built around myself, a chink in the armor that let a little bit of light in. And light was the last thing I needed. Light revealed the mess I was trying to hide.

I reached the end of the road and didn’t slow down, turning back towards the oppressive perfection of the house and pushing my pace even harder. She wasn’t just beautiful. She was kind. And that made her ten times more forbidden. I had to stay away from her. It was no longer just a good idea; it was a matter of survival.
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Chapter 5 

Sophia
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The rest of the day was an exercise in avoidance. I explored the grounds, claimed a chaise lounge by the pool, and pretended to be engrossed in a novel, all while maintaining a hyper-awareness of where Ryan was. He stayed in the guesthouse, a brooding figure I occasionally saw pacing behind the glass walls. The unspoken tension from the kitchen lingered in the humid afternoon air, a promise of the storm that was now rolling in from the Tasman Sea.

By evening, the sky had turned a bruised purple over the dark silhouette of the Waitākere Ranges. The wind picked up, a southerly buster that rattled the massive panes of glass and sent whitecaps across the pool. Liam and my mother had a charity dinner to attend at the Auckland Museum, and their departure left the house feeling cavernously empty. I retreated to the library, a room with towering shelves and a scent of old paper and leather that was the only place that felt remotely cozy.

I was trying to read, but the words blurred. The wind howled, and the first fat drops of rain began to smack against the windows. Then, with a flicker and a hum, the world went black.

The sudden, absolute darkness was disorienting. The silence that followed the death of the house’s ambient hum was even more so. I sat perfectly still, my heart thudding against my ribs. I wasn’t scared, not really, but I was acutely aware of how alone I was. And how big this house was. And that I wasn’t, technically, alone.

My phone’s torch cut a weak beam through the oppressive dark. I needed to find candles, a proper torch, something. I crept out of the library, my footsteps echoing in the sudden silence, and made my way toward the kitchen.
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