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CHAPTER 1





It was a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day to die. For one thing, Lexi Clark’s entire existence was still circling the drain after being fired and dumped all those months ago. Going toes up before she fixed her life would really suck.


“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking,” came a voice from the overhead speakers. “When we left Greensboro, the weather in Reno looked good, but coming in for our approach, we’ve got high winds and dropping temps. So buckle up, buttercups, it’s going to get a little bumpy.” He clicked off, and then immediately came back on, the speakers screeching, making everyone groan. “Nearly forgot the silver lining—those of you on the left get a gorgeous view of Lake Tahoe, which is deep enough to cover the Empire State Building. If the entire lake were to spill out, it’d cover the state of California under fourteen inches of water. But no worries, after two million years, the odds of that happening are pretty slim. Hold on tight, we’re coming in hot.”


He hadn’t even finished the sentence when the plane dropped, and so did Lexi’s stomach.


“I need a snack,” the woman on her left whimpered. “We flew all the way across the damn country without a courtesy snack, and now I’m going to die hungry. Why didn’t I just buy food?”


“Because a bag of chips cost seven bucks,” Lexi gritted out, white-knuckling the armrest.


The woman let out a breathless laugh that turned into a gasp when the plane dipped again, yanking shouts and Hail Marys from the other passengers. Lexi, breaking out into a sweat, reached out at the same time as her seatmate did, their hands blindly clasping tightly to each other.


“Maybe I should try to sleep through this,” the woman said. “I’m really good at sleeping.”


Lexi had never understood how someone could sleep through a crisis. When did they do all of their panicking and overthinking?


Around them, the cabin turned into a cyclone, the air filled with flying debris and more screams. When she’d boarded, she’d walked past first class with a twinge of envy, thinking that she wouldn’t mind a little tomato soup to soothe the soul. Especially if it was cold. Over ice. With a celery stalk.


And vodka.


But now, seeing drinks and trays whip around as their plane seemed to fall out of the sky had her stomach reversing direction, getting stuck in her throat, making her glad she hadn’t eaten.


They plunged again, so hard her body went airborne, giving her the unnerving sense of being a balloon on a string—until the seat belt yanked her back.


“The universe will keep us safe. The universe will keep us safe,” the woman next to her chanted softly, squeezing Lexi’s hand tight enough to crack bones. “Say it with me.”


Lexi didn’t want to blaspheme, but she believed in the universe caring about her about as much as she believed in love.


“Say it!” the woman begged.


Fine. At this point, she had nothing to lose. “The universe will keep us safe.”


A few seconds later, the plane leveled out and everyone gave a sigh of relief as the woman turned to look at Lexi with triumph. “You’re good at this.”


Ha. Not even close. Proving it, the plane promptly banked right hard enough to rattle her teeth and nearly roll them in a somersault and then . . . free fall.


Screams of terror pierced Lexi’s ears, her own and everyone else’s. They were heading down, down, down, right to rock bottom, apropos since that’s where her life sat anyway.


“No!” her seatmate cried. “This isn’t happening! We’re not going to die. Not when I haven’t had a single man-made orgasm in at least a month.”


A month? That was nothing. Lexi couldn’t even remember the last time she’d had an org—


The plane dropped again, along with Lexi’s organs . . . just as they hit the tarmac.


Hard.


They bounced a few times, the cabin utterly silent now, struggling against the g-forces as they screeched to a halt at the very end of the runway.


The woman still holding Lexi’s hand let out a shaky breath. “See? We did it! I’m Summer, by the way.” She dug through her pocket and came up with a business card.


Summer Roberts, CPO


CHIEF PROFESSIONAL MANIFESTER


“Fifteen percent discount for friends and family,” Summer said. “Contact me anytime. Do you have a card?”


She had until six months ago, when she’d still been an overachieving, naïve art appraiser, working for a company who handled estate closure. Currently, her life was in free fall, much like the plane’s approach had been.


Their pilot was talking, apologizing for the rough landing as people scrambled to disembark. Lexi grabbed her carry-on and joined the herd shuffling into the crowded terminal, heart still pounding in tune to the headache behind her eyes. For the past half hour, she’d forgotten why she was here, but it all came back to her as she made her way through the throngs of people, stepping onto the escalator that seemed to crawl down two full floors toward ground level. But for once, her impatience was gone, beaten back by a case of vicious jitters, her limbs trembling like she’d consumed too much caffeine.


She shouldn’t have come. But her stepsister, Ashley, twenty-three to Lexi’s twenty-nine, had begged her on their last monthly call.


And for reasons Lexi didn’t want to think about too hard, she’d agreed. Over the years, she’d been back here to Lake Tahoe, and her childhood home in Sunrise Cove on the north shore, only a handful of times after leaving with her dad when she was ten.


The last time had been four years ago, for Ashley’s dad’s funeral. It’d been a short trip, but Ashley—and Daisy—had been genuinely happy to have her. Still, seeing Daisy always stirred up a maelstrom of complicated emotions.


Daisy was gone now, and Lexi had no idea what to expect. She pulled out her phone to access her Uber app for a ride. As the escalator slowly brought her down, she caught sight of a petite redhead—her sister—holding a huge bouquet of flowers and balloons that spelled out HAPPY BIRTHDAY, FRED! Lexi grimaced in secondhand embarrassment for poor Fred, grateful that no one would ever confuse Lexi for a flowers-and-balloons kind of girl. She was more of a please-don’t-bring-attention-to-me girl.


“Lexi!!” Ashley bounced up and down in excitement. “Welcome home!”


Oh boy. The escalator ended and she stumbled off, thanking the guy who reached out and steadied her without taking her eyes off her sister, who was still bouncing around in a white tank top and flower-power skirt. “Ash? What are you doing here?”


“Picking you up, silly!”


Lexi eyed the balloons. It wasn’t her birthday, nor was her name Fred. “Did you steal those?”


“Didn’t have to. The grocery store gave them to me for free. The clerk told me the wife ordered them for her husband but caught him cheating. Just another reason I don’t date anyone with a penis.” Ashley grinned and threw herself at Lexi, hugging her hard, smelling like cotton candy and forgotten dreams as she rocked them back and forth, making little happy noises. “Hi! It’s really you! You’re here, you’re really here!”


Lexi, who thought she’d buried her emotions a long time ago, found her arms coming up to return the hug. Feeling eyes on her, she lifted her head.


The guy standing at Ashley’s side, the one who’d steadied Lexi off the escalator, was watching, quietly assessing, and . . . amused? Tall and leanly muscled, he wore jeans and an untucked button-down with the sleeves shoved up to his elbows. His wavy dark brown hair was on the wrong side of a cut, and there was more than a few days’ worth of scruff on his face, but it was the flash of mischief in those shocking blue gray eyes that held her.


Everything inside her stilled at the sight of her childhood nemesis and one-time crush—okay, two-time crush, but who was counting? Dammit, she was. She was also lying to herself, because it was an ongoing crush. As in still current.


Heath Bowman, whose eyes got her every single time, those searing, knowing eyes, and that smart-ass smirk—


“She’s turning purple, Ashley,” he said mildly. “Might want to let up on the grip.”


The easy affection in his tone gave away how much he cared about Ashley. Anyone who’d ever met Ashley cared about her, deeply. It was impossible not to.


At whatever Heath saw on Lexi’s face, his mouth quirked on one side, an expression disarming enough that two women walking by tripped over each other. “Been a while, Lex.”


Not long enough . . . “And you’re here why?”


“Oh,” Ashley said. “He’s here as my emotional support.”


Lexi’s heart stuttered as she turned to her sister. “Why? What’s wrong?”


Ashley shored up her expression and quickly shook her head. “It’s nothing, don’t worry.”


Too late. Plus she was a professional worrier. But Lexi would get it out of her later, in private. But if someone had set off Ashley’s debilitating depression again after she’d been free of it for years now, Lexi was prepared to go to war against them. “You didn’t have to come get me,” she said in her softest voice, one she didn’t get much use out of these days. “I planned to Uber. Neither of you needed to take away from your jobs.”


“I didn’t,” Ashley said. “School just got out for summer. I would’ve loved to teach summer school for the extra paychecks, but kindergarten doesn’t offer it.”


Lexi turned to Heath. He lifted a broad shoulder. “Being a nine-to-fiver isn’t my thing.”


Once upon a time, everything had come easy to him, making friends, melting teachers’ hearts, schoolwork . . . and she’d crushed on him hard. He’d continued to skate on that charm and charisma from childhood right into adulthood, where last she’d heard, he was an attorney. “What happened to trial law?”


Another shrug. “Wasn’t for me.”


Ashley slid her arm into Lexi’s. “As for why we’re here, I wanted you to have a big welcome committee when you arrived, surrounded by people who love you.”


Lexi bit back the urge to point out there were only two of them here, and she’d have bet her last dollar that the taller of them had been dragged against his will. No way did he come willingly, not after their last . . . encounter.


“I know you’re far too busy for a visit, but . . .” Ashley glanced at Heath. “Well, there’re some things we need to fill you in on.”


The “we” was deeply disturbing. Lexi had dropped her duffel bag while they talked, but reached down for it now, ending up in a tug-of-war with Heath.


Ashley laughed. “Mom always said you two could argue over what color the sky was. I didn’t believe her.”


There’d been a time when Lexi had been rotten enough to resent a six-years-younger Ashley, Daisy’s stepdaughter from her second husband. But that had been more a reflection of Lexi’s complicated feelings about Daisy and nothing against Ashley, whose genuine sweetness and affection always tore Lexi’s walls down with shocking ease. “That was all a long time ago. We were stupid kids then.”


Her sister smiled. “If bygones are truly bygones, then where’s the nice-to-see-you-again hug?” She nudged Lexi right into the man. Repugnant, she told herself, but that was yet another lie. As she brushed up against his warm, solid frame, something warm unfurled in her gut as if there was a live wire between them. She blamed Heath for being too sexy for her peace of mind. The only thing that made her feel better was how he stared down at her, his amusement gone, something pensive in his gaze now.


Ha. He felt it too. Good, because if she had to suffer, then so did he.


“It’s nice to see you,” he murmured.


She blinked at the words, at his surprisingly genuine tone, which threw her off. She could count on one hand the number of times she’d seen him since their childhood rivalry, and for each of those times, she’d managed to make a fool of herself, something she did not intend to repeat, ever. She didn’t have the bandwidth for him. Whether that came from her currently empty confidence tank or exhaustion, it didn’t matter.


But then he leaned in close, and she found herself more breathless than she’d been during the rough plane landing. He smelled good, dammit, and she could feel the easy strength of him. She blinked slow as an owl, head spinning, because those eyes, they were warm and kind, and her own smile came utterly unbidden.


Which was when he whispered, his warm breath barely grazing her earlobe, “Shotgun . . .”










CHAPTER 2





It was a forty-five minute drive from the airport, and Lexi spent each of those minutes staring out the window while refusing to look at Heath. She’d forgotten how stunning the Tahoe National Forest was, the deep jade pines lining the lower ridges, leading to jagged, granite-faced peaks that in turn vanished into fluffy white clouds lazily floating across the azure sky.


They were in Daisy’s old, beat-up ’72 Chevy truck, a relic from Lexi’s childhood. It had a cracked windshield, an eight-track player, a passenger window that wouldn’t open, and an ignition that only turned if you asked it real nice. She sat squished on the bench seat between Ashley and Heath. Every single left turn had plastered Lexi up against Heath’s body and made her grind her back teeth. They’d be powder by the time she got to Daisy’s.


When they hit Lake Tahoe’s north shore and drove into the small mountain town of Sunrise Cove, Lexi’s belly quivered with nerves. On the main street, the lake shimmered with whitecaps on her right, the quaint shops and cafés on her left resembling a Swiss Alps village. “Hasn’t changed much.”


“Hey,” Ashley said. “We’ve got two grocery stores now. And a roundabout.”


She made another turn, this one tight, taking a lot of muscle to do it. Sure enough, the movement knocked Lexi into Heath, her elbow digging into his gut.


It was almost an accident.


He’d clearly been just trying to rile her up with the earlier “shotgun” comment, since they were all in the front seat, but she had a news flash for him—she was already riled up.


Just being here did that.


Ashley stopped the truck in front of their childhood house at the same time that her cell started playing U2’s “With or Without You.”


“Love this song,” Ash said, pulling out the phone to sing along for a few bars before slipping it back into her pocket without answering it.


“Anyone important?” Lexi asked wryly.


“Absolutely not.”


Lexi decided she could learn a lot from her baby sister.


Ashley was eyeing the driveway, which already had two cars in it.


“The Ramos family across the street has teenagers, and too many cars,” Ashley said as she attempted to parallel park. “They pay me for use of the driveway.” She cranked the steering wheel and ended up with two wheels up onto the sidewalk. “Dammit.”


“Why don’t you use the garage?” Lexi asked.


“It’s packed to the gills with a bunch of Mom’s stuff, and I didn’t want to go through it all alone.” Ashley turned the steering wheel the other way, and the car groaned as it fell off the curb with a lurch. “Don’t say it,” she warned Heath, who lifted his hands in a surrender motion.


Ashley studied all the mirrors and gave it another go. Aaaaand again, they went up onto the curb with teeth jarring precision.


“Crap.” Ashley knocked the back of her head into the headrest a few times before turning to Heath. “You’re up.”


“No way. You made me promise not to save you from parking hell again. I had to pinky swear on Mayhem’s life.”


“Who’s Mayhem?” Lexi asked.


Ashley slid out of the truck and jabbed a finger at Heath. “I take back the pinky swear.”


“You can’t take back a pinky swear.”


Ashley glared at him. The cute little puppy with her sharp little puppy teeth out.


Apparently unconcerned about getting bitten, Heath gestured to Lexi without even looking at her. “It should be her turn.”


“Oh, no,” Lexi said. “I don’t parallel park either.”


He lifted a brow. “What if it’s the only parking space available and you’re late to, say, a dentist appointment?”


“Then I miss the dentist appointment.”


Shaking his head, he slid out of the truck. “Good luck,” he said, and it wasn’t clear which sister he was speaking to before he strode off, leaving Ashley standing in the street and Lexi alone in the truck.


Ashley stood with her hands on her perfect little hips as she yelled after Heath, “Where do you think you’re going? The three of us have a meeting!”


“Your teacher voice won’t work on me. And there’s no meeting until you two talk first.” And he kept walking.


“Not funny!”


Heath merely flashed Ashley a grin that said he found it very funny.


“Get back here!”


“Need my laptop, princess.” And then he got into a much, much newer truck that was perfectly parallel parked on the other side of the driveway and drove around the block home.


Ashley looked at Lexi with desperation.


“No,” she said.


Her sister bit her lower lip, and were those unshed tears in her eyes? Dammit. Grumbling, she slid across the bench seat and gripped the steering wheel.


Ashley’s smile came so quick that Lexi narrowed her eyes. “You played me.”


“I can’t get another ticket. My insurance will go up again. And I’m already doing the whole robbing Peter-to-pay-Paul thing every month.”


Lexi’s heart pinched. And . . . she put the truck into gear. Sucker.


Ten long minutes later, she was sweating, but the truck was properly parked. And it’d only taken a few hundred attempts. She followed Ashley into Daisy’s house.


Nothing much had changed over the years, which meant like always, it was basically walking into a portal back to her ten-year-old self. The furniture was worn but inviting, but there was also a whole bunch of . . . well, stuff. Daisy had loved stuff. As a kid, it’d made Lexi feel claustrophobic, but as a grown-up, as a professional appraiser, she looked around with different eyes than younger Lexi had. Still, if there were anything here of value, it’d long ago been buried under layers upon layers of crap.


“It’s a hot mess,” Ashley said self-consciously. “But I never felt comfortable going through and getting rid of stuff without knowing what you might want.”


Guilt hit her. “You didn’t have to do that. Wait for me, I mean. She’s been gone a year.”


“I know, but I didn’t mind waiting.”


“And if I’d never come?”


Ashley turned from setting down her purse on a foyer table, surprised. “Well, of course you would have come eventually, even if I hadn’t asked. Right?”


Not touching that land mine, Lexi turned from Ashley and assessed the room. In her job, she’d gone into homes, usually shortly after someone had died, right into the heart of a family who was grieving, to put price tags on the deceased’s belongings. In order to be effective, she’d learned to disengage and dissociate. But as it turned out, it wasn’t a two-way switch that she could easily turn back on. She pointed to the makeshift lace curtains blocking off a full corner of the room. “What’s that?”


“My way of covering stacks of boxes of Mom’s stuff so I don’t have to look at them every day.” Ashley didn’t meet Lexi’s gaze. “The boxes gave me anxiety.”


“Why not go back to your apartment? Why stay here if it’s too hard?”


“This is free, and my apartment wasn’t. Nice job on parking, by the way. You only hit the curb on the first two tries. Heath would’ve been impressed.”


Lexi laughed roughly. “I doubt that. And nice subject change.”


“And here’s another . . . What’s up with the tension between you and Heath?”


Lexi looked away. Heath had been the boy who’d beaten her at everything: their kindergarten ski race, their first-grade spelling bee tournament, the third-grade class presidency—he’d cheated by handing out candy for votes.


And then years later, she’d come back in her early twenties for one of Ashley’s birthdays, he’d slow danced with her, and somehow her childish irritation at him had turned into a crush.


A one-way crush. Which was embarrassing enough, but not as embarrassing as their next encounter in her midtwenties, when she’d made a move on him.


And gotten her heart stomped on.


Not that she’d ever admitted such a thing. “There’s no tension between me and Heath. What are you even talking about?”


“I’m talking about how you both pretend everything’s fine when it isn’t. It started five years ago, when you came for my high school graduation.”


“We don’t need to revisit—”


“Oh, but we do. I found you two making out.”


True story.


“I was so excited,” Ash said. “You guys were together that whole week you were both home, and then you broke up with him. When I asked why, you told me he was a horrible kisser. Which I know is a lie, given the kiss I witnessed between you. Obviously, you didn’t want to talk about it. What I don’t know is why.”


Not Lexi’s finest moment, that was for sure. After the graduation ceremony, she’d gotten talked into a party at the lake. Once night had fallen, Ashley and her friends had turned up the music and started dancing beneath a sliver of a moon and trillions of sparkling stars.


In a very weak moment, Lexi had found herself dancing too.


With Heath.


It’d been very late when the music slowed, changing into a seductive, sexy beat. She’d been stupid enough to get swept up by that, by the easy strength she’d found in his arms, by those bedroom eyes, and . . . gah, this was still so embarrassing . . . she’d kissed him.


He’d stilled in shock, and before she could run off in humiliation that she’d misread him, they’d been caught by Ashley. Ashley, who’d wanted her two favorite people to be together more than anything. Taking in the horror on Heath’s face, Lexi had come up with the story about him being a bad kisser. She’d done it to save face, but it’d backfired, because Ashley had been mad at Lexi for “hurting” Heath.


Heath, who’d remained silent on the entire matter, the ass.


Lexi still resented the hell out of him for that, because he’d come out smelling like a rose and somehow she’d been the bad guy. “We didn’t discuss because there’s nothing to discuss.”


“Okay, then, what about when you came the next year for my dad’s funeral? Four years ago now. You two iced each other out.”


Not exactly true. Heath had been dating someone, but he’d been friendly and open with Lexi.


She’d been the only icy one, and frankly, that had been embarrassment from the year before, along with a second emotion regarding him being in a relationship that she tried very hard not to think about. “Old history. Now, can you please tell me whatever it is that you’re not telling me?”


Her sister bit her lower lip. “Wine? How about some wine?”


“Maybe later.” Definitely later. “And what did you mean before when you said we have a meeting?” She’d prepared herself to deal with Ashley. Just Ashley. To deal with Heath as well, she would have liked advanced notice.


In writing.


Her sister had moved to the fireplace to stare at . . . Oh dear God. “Is that . . . Daisy?”


Ashley nodded at the urn on the mantel. “She wanted to be cremated, but never said what we should do with her. I think she’s happy there, keeping an eye on things.”


Lexi stared at the urn. Whenever her dad had sent her here to Sunrise Cove to visit Daisy, which hadn’t been that often, she’d resented it. Resented that she had to spend time with her mom, who’d broken just about every promise she’d ever made. But it was during her own visits here that she’d also spent time with Daisy’s new husband and daughter. Ash’s dad had been a good man, and Ashley . . . Well, Lexi defied anyone not to immediately love that girl, but Lexi had still always felt like an outsider here. She still did. Her dad had passed eight years ago now. She knew it was natural to outlive your parents, but to be truly untethered by blood relatives felt odd, to belong nowhere and to no one. It’d taken her a while to get used to it. And what had she done? Given her heart to yet another person, one who’d also been full of broken promises.


Maybe she’d been slow on the uptake, but she’d eventually gotten the message—keep her heart locked up tight.


“You look tired.” Ashley smiled gently when Lexi’s gaze flew to hers. “Why don’t you drop your stuff in your room. I’ll pour us some wine to celebrate.”


“What are we celebrating?”


“Your homecoming, of course.”


“You know I’m only here for a week, right?”


Ashley made a hum of agreement, but it also sounded like a wordless we’ll see.


“A week, Ashley. It’s all I’ve got.” Another fib, but not wanting to get into it, she moved down the hallway, which was lined with pictures. Pictures of . . . Lexi, and shock froze her in place. There, her middle school graduation. Another of her in the hospital after a freshman bout with mono that had turned into pneumonia. Then of her grinning wide at getting her driver’s license. Her high school graduation. Her college graduation . . . All in or near Greensboro. “Where did these pictures come from?” she called to Ashley.


“Found them in Mom’s things.”


Daisy hadn’t been to any of these events. Lexi, tired of all the broken promises to visit in Greensboro when she’d been so young, had stopped inviting her mom. Had in fact told her outright not to come.


“Your dad sent them. I have the letters that came with if you want to see them.”


Lexi had no idea what she wanted. The back door opened, and an unbearably familiar husky male voice said, “I didn’t hear anything blow up, so I assume she took the news well.”


Heath. And . . . news?


“I haven’t told her yet,” Ashley said.


Next came the sound of paws scrambling on the kitchen floor, accompanied by heavy panting that Lexi was pretty sure didn’t belong to Heath.


“Mayhem, sit,” Heath said with such calm authority that Lexi nearly sat. “Good boy.” Then he presumably spoke to her sister, his tone reproachful. “Ash.”


“I know! But Lexi’s not okay, Heath. She’s not.”


“How can you tell?”


“Very funny,” Ashley said. “But I’m right. Something’s wrong, and I don’t want to add to her burden.”


“Ash, this is a burden that both of you were meant to bear, not just you.”


This did not sound good. Needing a moment, Lexi quietly opened the door to her childhood bedroom and slipped inside.


Another time warp, from the NSYNC poster to her second place trophy from the first-grade spelling bee that still sat on the scarred particleboard desk.


A shrine to her childhood.


She dropped her bag on the bed, yearning to climb in after it and close her eyes and not wake up until next year, or better yet, after her life had improved, however long that took.


A week. She’d promised to stay for a week. She’d use this time to quietly regroup without admitting what a shambles her world had become. As the older sister, she was the one who should have her ducks in a row. All she had to do was find them.










CHAPTER 3





Heath hadn’t been born with patience. Nope, it’d come to him slowly, painfully, over time. So waiting for Lexi to come back into the living room? Simple enough. Keeping Ashley calm? Not nearly as easy. “You’re wearing out the floor. It’s going to be okay, you know.”


She stopped pacing the length of the living room and whirled to face him, her hands clenched together in front of her. “You don’t know that.”


“Have I ever lied to you?”


She raised a brow. “Several times.”


“Name one.”


“When you told me I could come out of the closet and not lose any friends.”


His expression darkened. “The people who didn’t stand by you were never your friends.”


Ashley dipped her head in acknowledgment of that. “Okay, how about when I wanted to backpack through Europe for a year instead of going straight to college and you said I absolutely should. That was one big fat fib.”


He shrugged. “More like reverse psychology. And you’re welcome. You got your educator credentials in three years, and you love teaching.”


“I do,” she admitted. “But this, with Lexi. Not telling her the truth of why I asked her to come until now? I don’t see how it’s going to be okay.”


“That was a choice you made,” he reminded her gently, always gently with Ashley, whom he considered a baby sister, one who hadn’t quite found her way back to herself after getting hurt in her last relationship.


Ashley sighed. “I should’ve told her everything from the start. So please tell me how it’s going to be okay.”


He smiled. “Because you always make everything okay.”


“You’re going to stay and help me explain?”


“Whatever you need.” And he meant that. Daisy had given Heath stability when he’d had none, strength when he couldn’t find his own, and the safety net of the family you make. So hell yes, by extension, he’d always help Ashley however he could.


Because as he knew all too well, everyone made mistakes. He was counting on that very fact to be the bridge between the sisters.


They heard footsteps coming down the hall. Mayhem, who’d been sleeping on Heath’s feet, sat up, tail thumping in excitement at meeting someone new. Since this often involved a nosy nose to the crotch, Heath grabbed him by the harness.


When Ashley sucked in a nervous breath, he murmured, “Just be you,” as Mayhem excitedly danced in place.


Lexi stopped in the doorway. The sisters, not being blood related, looked nothing alike. Ashley barely came up to his shoulder, all soft, warm curves, usually dressed to match her free spirit and the wild red waves that hung down her back.


Lexi had at least six inches on her, her straight honey-brown hair hitting her shoulders, perfectly matching honey-brown eyes that gentled when they landed on her sister but turned chilly for him.


Not a surprise. He’d earned that chilliness.


“Who’s the cutie pie?” Lexi asked of the massive yellow Lab Heath held back from licking her to death.


He slid her a smile. “I knew you thought I was cute.”


Lexi gave an impressive eye roll, and he laughed. “This is Mayhem. Officially, he belongs to Grandpa Gus, but he’s mostly my problem.”


“Is he friendly?”


“Psychotically so.”


She dropped to her knees, holding out her hands. Stunned by the melting Ice Queen, Heath let go of Mayhem. “Be good.”


“I’ll try, but no promises,” Lexi said, making him laugh. How had he forgotten that beneath her tough exterior lived a warm, sexy, funny-as-hell soul?


Mayhem wiggle-butted his way across the room, throwing himself down onto the floor at Lexi’s knees, going toes up for a belly rub.


“Aw, look at you,” Lexi said on an easy laugh that Heath hadn’t heard since they’d been kids. “Who’s a good boy?”


There hadn’t been a single day in Mayhem’s life when he’d been a good boy, but Lexi sat on the floor so the eighty-five-pound dog could climb into her lap and told him, “Such a good boy.”


Mayhem gave her a lick from chin to forehead, then farted audibly. It was an impressive one too, lasting a good five seconds, startling the dog into craning his neck and staring at his own hind end.


Lexi snorted and waved a hand in the air, fanning it away.


The young girl Heath had once known was a bratty, know-it-all, angry, undersize half-pint.


Now she was anything but.


No, scratch that. She was possibly still angry.


But the rest? Gone. In that little kid’s place, a beautiful, albeit quietly contained, woman had come down that airport escalator like she’d owned it.


It wasn’t often he couldn’t get a bead on someone. He’d made a career out of reading people. It was what had made him so effective as an attorney. At least until living in the fast lane had turned him into someone he hated so much that he’d left it all in his rearview.


But he couldn’t get a bead on this Lexi at all.


Lexi rose to her feet, which took some effort, given that Mayhem had put all his weight on her. The dog now stood at her side, staring up at her adoringly, tongue lolling.


“We need to talk,” Ashley said.


Lexi nodded, eyeing Ashley on a chair, then Heath on the couch, not making a move toward either of them. “What is it?”


“It’s about Mom.”


Lexi’s eyes shifted to the urn. “Okay. What about her?”


“We didn’t have a service or celebration of life.” Ashley swallowed hard. “She always said she didn’t want that because no one would come, and she asked us to honor that wish.”


Lexi nodded. “The attorney told us last year after she passed.”


“She’d burned a lot of bridges with the gambling,” Ashley went on. “Borrowing from friends, not paying anyone back, but at the same time, kept gambling . . .”


“Do you think I don’t know all this? It’s why we . . . didn’t see each other much.”


Ashley shifted anxiously on her feet. “She felt really bad about it, about all of it.”


Lexi shrugged. “Speculation.”


“She did.” Heath sensed the heavy weight of Lexi’s annoyance at his interruption in what she clearly felt was none of his business. “She was sick about it, actually.”


Lexi opened her mouth, probably to blast him, but Ashley stood. “She won the lotto. Shortly before she died.”


Lexi stilled. “She did? How much?”


“I don’t know, just that she won big.”


“No.” Lexi shook her head. “That can’t be. You’re the executor, you know better than anyone that the only assets she had were this house and the truck.”


Ashley swallowed hard and sent a quick glance to Heath. “Actually, I passed on the responsibilities of being executor. Mom had made a provision in the will that I could do so if I wanted. I was so overwhelmed, and not sure I could do the job justice, so I passed it to Heath.”


Lexi’s brows raised, but she said nothing.


“Apparently, there was something the attorney held back at Mom’s request,” Ashley said. “A separate provision, which was left out initially, not to be known until one year after her passing. I don’t know why, and I just found out last week. That’s why I called you to come out here. She split her lotto winnings into six parts, each going to someone she wanted to pay back for one reason or another. We were left six sealed envelopes to deliver, one at a time, once a week, until it’s done.”


“We?”


“You and me.”


Lexi shook her head. “I can’t just stay here for six weeks. I’ve got a life to get back to.”


Something about that last sentence rang untrue, but Heath didn’t know this version of Lexi enough to even guess at what she might really be thinking.


Ashley stared down at her tightly clasped hands. “I know you only took a week’s leave, but I’m hoping you might be willing to extend it.”


“You should’ve told me this before I got here. But . . . you didn’t, because . . .” She studied her sister. “Because you wanted to make sure I couldn’t say no.”


“Correct,” Ashley whispered.


Lexi gave a shocked shake of her head, as if she couldn’t believe this. Mayhem, feeling the tension, whined, and Lexi reached down, setting a reassuring hand on top of his head. “I can’t just ask work for more time. Nor can I afford to fly back and forth every week for the next six weeks to do something that Daisy didn’t even have the decency to give us a heads-up over.”


“Actually,” Ashley said, “I think Mom meant for you to stay here the whole time. As for why we weren’t told when she died, I’m guessing she wanted to wait the year so that our grief would be dulled enough that we’d agree to do this.”


“You mean me, so that I’d agree to do this,” Lexi said. “It’s an unfair request.”


“For what it’s worth, I agree.” Heath stood and met Lexi’s angry gaze. “It is unfair. But make it she did. So now, I suppose, you’ve got a choice. To do as she’s asked, or to turn tail and run.”


Lexi’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I don’t run.”


“So then you’re in.”


“I didn’t say that.”


He nodded. “Well, then, if you’re on the fence, here’s something to sweeten the pot. Whatever’s left from her winnings after you two deliver the envelopes is to be divided equally between both of you.”


“How much?”


With that poker face, she’d be a most worthy opponent in court, not that he intended to ever set another foot in a courtroom. “That’s not to be disclosed until it’s time.”


Lexi studied him for a beat. “Are the envelope recipients all local?”


“No, there are a few that will require a road trip.”


She appeared to think about that. “Why can’t we mail them?”


“That’s not how Daisy wanted it done. She didn’t want any of the recipients getting advance warning. If they’re not home when delivery is attempted, we’ll figure something else out.”


“And you care why? What’s in this for you?”


“I made a promise,” he said.


She didn’t look impressed. “So? My mom was the master of breaking promises.”


“Not to me, she wasn’t.”


Her eyes chilled. Hooded. “Well, good for you.”


“Lexi,” Ashley said softly. “It’s Mom you’re mad at, not him.”


Heath gave a low laugh. “Oh, she’s mad at me too, trust me.”


“For what?” Ashley wanted to know.


“For one thing, I was an asshole kid.”


Lexi shrugged. “So was I.”


He held her gaze. “I liked you as a kid.”


“No one liked me as a kid. And it was a long time ago. The person you knew then, that was season one me. I got canceled, needed a rewrite.”


A low laugh escaped him. “Same.”


She was still considering him when Ashley said, “All kids have their moments. As a teacher, I’m an authority on that. Whatever either of you pulled all those years ago, it’s in the distant past.”


“It wasn’t all in the distant past,” Lexi murmured.


“Anything before today is in the distant past,” Ashley said. “It’s a new day.”


And this. This was why he’d defend Ashley until he didn’t have a breath left in his body, even against her sister if he had to. Ashley might be young, but she was also an old soul.


But Lexi . . . He had an entirely different connection with her, one that had always been undefined. That is, until that kiss five years ago, when she’d rocked his world and threatened to turn it upside down. He’d done his best to cut off his feelings for her. And then today happened. That hug in the airport. In the blink of an eye, their chemistry was back, and he knew she’d felt it too.


Lexi crossed her arms. “So these six envelopes, they’re the real reason you asked me to come out here? You said it was because you missed me.”


Heath heard pain in that statement. Surely Ashley did too, but she met her sister’s gaze evenly. “You have no idea how much I missed you. Stick around this time, and maybe you’ll get the idea.”


Lexi took that in, but when she spoke, she ignored what Ashley had said, either unwilling or unable to believe. “So she really just expected us to deliver these letters for her? Letters she kept hidden from us until now.”


On this, Heath felt every bit as frustrated as Lexi, and wasn’t that ironic. They’d rarely agreed on a thing.


“I don’t understand why she’d do this,” Lexi said. She looked at Heath. “Or why you’d be a part of it.”


How to explain? His grandpa’s house was one street behind Daisy’s. Their backyards butted up against each other. His mom died when Heath was ten. Since his dad had abused alcohol to cope, turning himself into a mean, menacing drunk, Heath and his younger brother, Cole, had spent much of their time at their grandpa’s. Daisy used to bring them casseroles for dinners, and often baked them cookies to take with their school lunches. In later years, when Heath had worked hellishly long hours and Cole had been facing a health crisis of his own, Daisy had helped out as needed.


Heath honestly had no idea how he and Cole would’ve gotten through without her. “She had congestive heart failure when she won the lotto jackpot, but hadn’t told anyone. She knew she could possibly have a few more years, but maybe not. She had a small life insurance policy. She had a trust created and made that trust the beneficiary of the payout, as well as her winnings.” He paused. “I managed the trust for her. It was the last thing she asked of me, and I couldn’t tell her no.”


Lexi merely snorted. “Ironic, since she had no problem telling people no. She told me no too many times to count.”


Ashley leaned forward. Earnest. Sweet. Wanting to make this better, and not yet realizing she couldn’t possibly do that. “She’d made changes, Lexi. She wasn’t the same person you knew.”


“In my experience, people don’t change their spots.” She looked at Heath. “Mr. Shotgun.”


He couldn’t help it, he laughed. She was just as feisty and stubborn as ever. He’d loved competing with her over . . . well, everything.


And apparently he still liked it.


“Is that all, then?” Lexi asked. “This meeting’s adjourned?”


“Not yet.” Heath gestured to the couch. Her jaw tightened, but she sat, crossing her long legs. She didn’t burrow in, like Ashley did. Nope, her spine remained rigid. Braced to hate everything about this.


And she would indeed hate everything about this. He actually didn’t know much about her childhood in this house other than the few tidbits Ashley and Daisy had doled out over the years. He knew her dad had been a prick and that Lexi had been moved across the country to be raised by him.


Daisy had admitted more than once in the years since how much she regretted that her addiction had led to her ex getting to keep Lexi.


He had zero idea how Lexi felt about any of that, but given how closed off she’d been since arriving, he knew it cost her to be here. “As Ashley said, there are six envelopes, six people Daisy wanted to make amends with but ran out of time.” He pushed an envelope across the coffee table. “This is the first one.”


Lexi didn’t so much as look at it. “I think she was looking to push Ashley and me into spending time together, but she doesn’t get to dictate that from the grave.” Again, she glanced at the urn. “Correction: from the mantel. I can’t just stay, and it’s wrong to ask it of me.”


“I hear you,” Ashley said. “And I don’t know why she wanted it that way, but she did. Maybe . . . maybe you could talk to your boss. Maybe they’d let you extend your leave, or work from here.”


Again, something came and went in Lexi’s gaze, too fast for Heath to identify. She turned her head, raising her chin as if daring him to push her into this. But that wasn’t his job. She’d either do it, for her mom, for Ashley, or . . . she wouldn’t.


“I’m sorry,” she finally said. “I can’t. Let’s just deliver the envelopes this week, then split what’s left between us and go back to our own lives.”


Ashley opened her mouth, then shut it before standing and walking out of the room.


Mayhem jumped onto the couch taking her spot, setting his big fat head on Heath’s shoulder.


Lexi eyed the empty doorway where Ashley had vanished. “I’m guessing,” she said quietly, “that this is where you tell me I’m being an ungrateful, horrible sister.”


He shook his head. “You have to protect your life, your livelihood. I get that. I also get that it truly is an unfair ask. But I’ll say this. Your sister thought, or hoped anyway, that you were here to be her sister. Not to get whatever money is coming your way and go.”


Her eyes narrowed, the ones that could slice open a vein or, as he’d caught more than once, reveal a fathomless, hidden pain. Right now though, she was still giving him nothing.


“She’s been counting the days until your visit,” he said. “It’s all she’s talked about, having you here. So all I’m asking is that you do your best not to break her heart.”


“Why do you care?”


“She’s family to me.”


She rose to her feet. “Then maybe you should deliver the envelopes with her.”


“Daisy didn’t ask for me. She asked for you.” He paused, watching her absorb that. “When you first left,” he said, “Ashley used to get so lonely for a sibling, she’d follow me and my brother around. She became the third musketeer.”


“I didn’t leave.”


“What?”


“You said ‘when I left,’ but that’s not what happened.” She looked away. “It wasn’t my choice.”


His teen years had been harrowing to say the least, and so had finding a way to get through college, pass the bar, and make a name for himself. He’d learned to keep a wall around his heart, learned to operate from a place of logic at all times, not emotion. Except right now, while taking in Lexi’s words and the aching hurt behind them. “I’m sorry.”


She shrugged.


More than a little unnerved by how much he wanted to reach over and take her hand, he leaned back instead.


“Ashley should have told me the truth about why I was coming here,” she said.


Another thing they agreed on.


“You don’t want me to hurt Ashley,” she said. “I don’t want that either. I’ll do what needs to be done, and then I’m out.”


“You’re going to stay,” he said with surprise.


“I don’t see much of a choice. It’s not right to make Ashley do this by herself.” She moved to the living room window, looking out, arms crossed, posture stiff.


There was no lake view from this house, just the wild, majestic mountains, which told their own story. They also had a way of calming the soul, quieting distress. At least, that’s what they’d always done for Heath. “What can I do to help?”


She said nothing.


“Don’t feel like sharing with the room?”


This won him another shrug. “Don’t take it personally. I’m not into trust.”


He smiled. “Finally, some honesty.”


She didn’t turn to him, but she didn’t have to for him to feel her roll her eyes, and it gave him a reluctant smile. He had no idea what it was about her, what it’d always been about her, that spurred him to ruffle her feathers, push her, goad her, challenge her to reveal her real self to him.


She turned then and caught him staring. And instead of being amused, her eyes chilled. “We’re not doing this, not this time.”


“This?” he repeated.


“Yes, this.” She gestured between them. “No kissing. No fake relationship. No relationship at all. You’re just Daisy’s messenger, right? So no need to know what’s going on in my head. Or in my life. And I don’t need to know what’s going on in yours, whether you’re seeing someone or not. It doesn’t matter.”


“I’m not,” he said, “in a relationship. And if you decide you want to know what’s going on in my life at any time, just ask.”


She stared at him for a long beat, but didn’t speak.


In the silence, Mayhem farted again. Resigned, Heath rose. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to take him out before we have to fumigate this place.”


She waited until he was nearly at the door. “Ashley’s lucky to have you at her back.” And with that, she vanished down the hall, leaving him to wonder when was the last time someone had her back.
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