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CHAPTER 1



SADIE


“Sadie Waters?”


I gave the receptionist a bright smile. “That’s me.”


She emerged from behind the desk and gestured for me to follow her. “We’re still waiting for the others, but I’ll get you seated in the conference room.” She glanced over her shoulder with a sympathetic expression. “The celebration of life was lovely yesterday.”


My mouth twisted. “Katherine would have loved it.”


A few weeks ago, my Aunt Katherine had passed, and yesterday, half the town of Queen’s Cove gathered on the grounds of her inn to celebrate her. The event had been more like a town fair than a funeral, with people spread out on picnic blankets, food sizzling on barbecues, and a crowd of kids chasing bubbles from the bubble machine. People read poems about my aunt. Several bands played her favorite songs. A troupe of interpretive dancers performed jerky, writhing, sensual choreography to honor her. That part made people uncomfortable.


It was the weirdest celebration of life I’d ever been to, and it was exactly what she wanted.


My heart panged. Katherine had been so fun, weird, and bubbly, and I missed her.


“Are you in town for long?” the receptionist asked as she led me down the hall.


I shook my head. “Nope. I’m heading back to Toronto after this.”


Dread trickled into my stomach at the idea of driving home. Yesterday had been a welcome distraction from my clusterfuck of a life back in Toronto.


Outside the door to the conference room, the receptionist paused. “We’re all very interested in who will inherit the inn.”


I held back a snort. A hundred people must have asked me who the inn was going to. This tiny town on the coast of Vancouver Island was exactly how I remembered it from when I was sixteen.


Holden Rhodes wandered into my head.


He worked at the inn the summer I stayed there. Katherine had hired him to do landscaping, general handyman tasks, to drive guests to and from the marina, and to take them on hikes in the local trails and the mountains. Before my trip, Katherine had talked my ear off about him, and I couldn’t wait to meet him. He was three years older than me, but she was certain we’d be friends.


When I met him, he wanted nothing to do with me. I still cringed, thinking about the scowl on his unfairly hot face.


Katherine would suggest he take me into town, and suddenly his truck was full and he didn’t have room for me. A guest at the inn would ask if I wanted to join their hike, and Holden would say I didn’t have enough hiking experience, so I wouldn’t be able to keep up. One afternoon, I was laying out on the porch, reading magazines and painting my nails. Holden was in the yard, weeding the gardens. I stepped inside for a snack, and when I returned, he had sprayed my magazines with water.


He made sure I knew how unwelcome I was here. Every time I even thought about coming back, I remembered how he couldn’t bear to be around me that summer.


Dick.


I had thought I’d run into him yesterday at the celebration of life, but I didn’t. I knew from Katherine that he owned a construction company in town and dropped by the inn to help her out. His mom, Elizabeth, was Katherine’s best friend and the executor of her will. She had organized the celebration of life and scooped me up into a warm hug the second I saw her.


He was probably married with six kids by now. Not that I cared.


“Sadie?”


I blinked and smiled at the receptionist. Right. The inn.


“I’m sure it’ll go to my parents, or Elizabeth,” I told her with a shrug.


Katherine didn’t have any kids and had never married. I was the closest thing she had to a daughter, but there was zero chance in hell she’d leave the place to me. The six-bedroom inn was on a huge piece of waterfront property in a busy tourist town. My life was in Toronto. She knew that.


Or, my life was in Toronto. Two months ago, I had a gorgeous apartment, a business loan for my new interior design firm, and the perfect fiancé.


Now I had none of those things.


I was so fucked. So, so fucked.


The receptionist slid the glass door open and gestured inside. “Everyone else should be here shortly. Can I get you anything to drink?”


I shook my head with another smile and thanked her before I stepped inside the room.


My smile fell and I froze.


Holden Rhodes sat at the table, arms crossed and glowering at me with the same serious, intense glare he gave me all summer fifteen years ago.


Wow.


He was hot before, with those intense eyes and pretty lashes, but now? Age had been kind to the guy. His face was tanned from the summer, making his gray eyes stand out even more. His thick, dark hair was unruly on top, and he had a five-o’clock shadow that only made his jaw look stronger. Tiny lines formed at the corners of his eyes. I found them ridiculously attractive.


I openly stared at how his black t-shirt stretched over his broad chest. He had gained about forty pounds of pure muscle. Jesus.


Holden Rhodes was even hotter than I remembered.


His eyes raked over me and my stomach flopped.


No wedding ring, I noticed. Not that I cared.


“What are you doing here?” he bit out.


Ha. Wow. That was why there was no ring on his finger.


I gave him a bright, cheery smile to piss him off. “Still a dick, I see.” I took the seat across from him. “Hi, Holden. How are you?”


He scowled at me. “I thought you were leaving.”


God, even his voice was hot. All low and rumbly. Whatever. Asshole. I was done with men and all the problems that came with them until I could figure out why I always picked the wrong guy.


I kept giving him that high-watt smile. “So good to see you again, Holden.”


His jaw tensed, and I felt that old ripple of delight at pissing him off.


“How’ve you been?” I continued.


He crossed his arms and ignored me, turning to stare out the window overlooking the town’s main street.


I beamed at him again and his jaw ticked. Giddy happiness warmed my heart. God, I forgot how fun it was, getting on this grouchy asshole’s nerves.


I played with my ponytail and his eyes followed my movements. “Me? I’m doing great. Thanks for asking.”


He scowled harder. His gaze dropped to my left hand before his eyes narrowed at my bare finger. My stomach tightened.


“Relax,” I told him. “After the will reading, I’m gone forever.”


When he dragged his gaze to mine, there was something strange behind his eyes. “Good.”


How the hell did this guy and my Aunt Katherine get along? How was it possible he was raised by Elizabeth, one of the warmest, loveliest women I’d ever met?


I rolled my eyes. After today, I’d never have to see him again.


“Hello, sweetheart.” Elizabeth hustled into the conference room, all warm smiles, and I stood to give her a hug.


“Thank you again for planning the celebration of life,” I said as she squeezed me.


She pulled back and studied me with a wistful expression. “I was happy to.” She shook her head at my face. “Gorgeous. Just gorgeous.”


My gaze flicked to Holden’s and my face heated.


“Good, we’re all here.” Katherine’s lawyer strode into the room and took a seat. “Let’s sit and we can get started.”


Elizabeth took the seat I was in, and I hesitated before taking the only remaining chair beside Holden.


The second I sat down, his masculine scent teased my nose. Butterflies flitted around inside my stomach. He smelled like a mix of deodorant, shampoo, body wash, and laundry detergent. Fresh, clean, and masculine. I wanted to grab his t-shirt in my fists and huff it.


I hated that he smelled so good.


The lawyer opened her folder and began to read Katherine’s will. My fingers strayed to the ends of my ponytail as she recited all the legal stuff. Someone walked by the door, and when I turned, my ponytail brushed Holden’s shoulder.


He flinched and glared at me. “Can you sit still for five minutes?”


I rolled my eyes. “You’re so uptight.”


The lawyer cleared her throat, watching us. Elizabeth glanced between me and Holden with glittering eyes and a weird, knowing smile.


“Sorry,” I said with an apologetic expression. “Please continue.”


She continued reading. “The Water’s Edge Inn is to go to Sadie Waters and Holden Rhodes.”


The room was silent.


“I’m sorry.” I blinked at her. “What?”





CHAPTER 2



HOLDEN


Fuck.


She was gorgeous. She wasn’t supposed to be gorgeous.


For fifteen years, Sadie Waters had lingered in the back of my mind, and after all this time, she was even prettier.


Same long, shiny brown hair, tied up in a ponytail. A plush mouth that made an O when she saw me sitting here in the conference room. Those dark-green eyes had raked over my shoulders with interest.


I couldn’t breathe. I knew she’d be here, and it still blindsided me, seeing her standing there at the door.


She rattled me. Around her, I couldn’t think of anything to say. I wanted to listen to her talk, wanted to wrap that shiny hair around my fist and tilt her head back so I could look into her eyes, and I wanted her to smile at me.


She’s engaged, I told myself. Even if she could stand to be around me, even if she didn’t think I was an asshole, it wasn’t going to happen.


Frustration rolled through my shoulders as I shifted in my chair. God, I was pathetic.


Thank fuck she was leaving tomorrow.


The lawyer continued reading Katherine’s will. “The Water’s Edge Inn is to go to Sadie Waters and Holden Rhodes.”


I gaped at her. I must have heard wrong.


“I’m sorry.” Sadie leaned forward. “What?” She lifted a delicate hand and gestured between us. “Us. Together. Sadie Waters and Holden Rhodes. Fifty-fifty.”


My chest flipped when she said my name. Focus, I told myself.


“That’s correct.” The lawyer handed Sadie a set of keys. “Elizabeth, do you have the other set?”


The inn was supposed to go to Sadie’s parents or my mom, since she was the executor of Katherine’s will.


Not Sadie, who didn’t live here and hadn’t bothered to visit in fifteen years, and not me. Sure, I helped Katherine over the years if she needed things fixed around the place, but I wasn’t family.


And yeah, I worked there growing up and I was close with Katherine. She taught me how to fix a sink, how to build a bookcase, how to manage staff. Katherine sparked my interest in building things. She was the reason I started in construction.


I visited her often, dropping by to fix things around the inn or to say hello when she was at my parents’ place. She knew I loved hiking the trails around the inn.


My pulse picked up. Holy fuck. Katherine had given us the inn.


Panic filtered into my mind. With the long hours I put in at my company, I didn’t have time to run Katherine’s inn.


Sadie stared at the keys in her hand, blinking.


“We’ll be in touch regarding documents throughout the probate period,” the lawyer was saying. She gave us a big smile before she closed her folder and stood.


“That’s it?” Sadie croaked in disbelief. I fought the urge to take her hand.


The lawyer paused with a confused expression.


Sadie glanced around the room at each of us in disbelief. “You’re just giving us the inn? Is there a handbook?”


The lawyer smiled. “You’re going to be fine.”


We stared at her.


“This is not going to be fine,” Sadie told her before she let out a delirious laugh. “I don’t know how to run an inn. I’m an interior designer. This is going to be a disaster.”


Her words from that summer replayed in my head, and my shoulders tightened. Being stuck with me was her nightmare. I scowled harder.


Now we owned an inn together.


Fuck.


I stood, eager to get out of here so I could think. “I have to go to work.”


The lawyer gave me a pleasant nod. “I’ll be in touch.”


I stalked out of the office and onto Main Street, raking my hand through my hair, trying to get it together, but a flurry of noise and excitement at the end of the street caught my attention. The door opened behind me.


“Oh my god,” Sadie murmured, standing beside me on the sidewalk.


The drum beat started and the high school marching band moved in formation down the street. They were off beat, out of tune, and they kept veering off course as they played. Behind them, a line of people followed, carrying a sign across them.


Congratulations!


Beneath the word, our names had been scribbled.


Sadie looked up at me with those mossy green eyes, and my heart clutched.


She was so pretty, and I was so, so fucked.


I remembered the promise I made Katherine before she passed. My eyebrows pulled together in a frown.


Sadie watched as the parade passed us, then burst out laughing. “This town is fucking weird.”





CHAPTER 3



SADIE


After the weird parade to celebrate our inheritance was over, I watched as Holden stomped off, headed to go glare at newborn puppies or whatever he did in his spare time.


Elizabeth’s hand landed on my shoulder and she studied me with a soft smile. “It’s so good to see you, sweetie.”


Every fall, Katherine visited me in Toronto, and last year, Elizabeth had joined. We spent the weekend wandering the city, visiting street festivals, shopping, touring art galleries, and eating and drinking at all my favorite restaurants. The summer I stayed here, Elizabeth had me over for weekly dinners with her family.


“You, too,” I told her, and it was the truth. Elizabeth was one of those people who glowed with energy and love.


Unlike Holden.


“How’s wedding planning going?”


My stomach froze into a block of ice.


I still felt sick every time I thought about what happened. I hadn’t told Katherine because I didn’t want her to worry.


“Well,” I started, unsure of how to break the news.


I should have practiced this on the drive out. My throat worked, and I sucked a breath in before shooting Elizabeth a bright smile that said I’m totally fine.


“Things didn’t really work out with Grant.”


The understatement nearly made me laugh. I played with the end of my ponytail, a nervous habit of mine, as shame knotted through my stomach.


Her face fell. “Oh no. Sweetheart, I’m so sorry. What happened?”


“We weren’t a good fit.”


Because he stole two hundred thousand dollars from me.


Because he gave me a fake name, swept me off my feet, and encouraged me to follow my dreams of starting my own interior design firm.


Because he asked me to marry him before he took everything from me.


Because I trusted him and I was so, so wrong.


My throat worked again and I crossed my arms. “We wanted different things.”


She tilted her head, studying me. “Was it for the best?”


A sharp laugh scraped out of my throat. I had learned my lesson. My judgment in men was flawed.


“Yes. How’s your family?” Anything to get off this topic.


A huge smile spread across her face. “They’re wonderful. My family gets bigger every year, with both Emmett and Wyatt getting married recently.”


I smiled at the memory of the oldest brother, arrogant but charming Emmett. He and Holden started a construction company in their twenties, but he stepped back two years ago to become mayor of Queen’s Cove. Holden’s younger brother, Wyatt, all laid-back confidence, was a professional surfer. The youngest Rhodes boy, Finn, was mischievous and daring, and spent most of the summer I visited with his best friend and next-door neighbor, Olivia. And then there was Holden, the dickhead brother.


An unfairly hot dickhead, but still an asshole to his core.


I thought back to his unreadable expression in the conference room when we learned of our inheritance. He was miserable at the news.


Of course he was. He couldn’t stand me. He couldn’t be in the same room with me. He barely made it ten minutes before he practically kicked the door down to get out.


“Are you staying in town for long?” Elizabeth asked as we walked to my car.


“I wasn’t planning on it.” I frowned. “But now I’m not sure.”


She smiled. “You know you have a place to stay if you need it.”


My heart twisted. Elizabeth was so freaking nice. “I know. Thanks. I’m going to look around the inn, if that’s okay.”


She laughed. “It’s your inn, honey.”


“Right.” I winced. This was going to take some getting used to.


She pulled me into another hug. “Don’t be a stranger, okay?”


I nodded, and we parted ways before I drove back to the inn.


Ten minutes later, I parked and got out of my car.


Forested mountains enclosed the inn, and the yard led down to the ocean. The water stretched out to the horizon, sparkling in the late afternoon sun. Waves crashed on the shore. Above me, blue sky as far as I could see. Katherine always said September was her favorite month here on the West Coast.


Nostalgia hit me square in the chest, sad and sweet. Damn, I missed her.


I made my way up the path and onto the porch. It creaked under me, reminding me of when I used to lounge out here in the afternoons, painting my nails and reading magazines. Katherine would join me sometimes, with a design magazine—one of those big, heavy ones that took ages to flip through—and I’d try to memorize them, learn from them.


This porch was where she taught me to paint. It was where I realized I wanted to be an interior designer.


When I unlocked the door and stepped inside, the foyer was quiet and cool. Nostalgia rushed at me as I took in the photographs and paintings on the wall, the side table with a vase and a mirror in front of the door. The inn was more of a bed-and-breakfast, a giant house converted so each of the six guest rooms upstairs had a bathroom.


Floorboards creaked as I wandered down the hall. Downstairs, the sitting room faced the ocean, with the couches arranged so guests could watch the sunrise or sunset through the giant windows. Mismatched old furniture and walls overloaded with frames and paintings gave the inn a homey, eclectic vibe. The dining area was the same, a handful of small tables with a view of the forest.


I had forgotten about the original wood floors, scuffed and scratched but still warm and beautiful. The arched doorway between the dining room and the hallway. The built-in bookshelves in the sitting room. Holden had built those during the summer I stayed here.


Irritation pinched my stomach at the memory. I had asked him if he needed help, and he told me to go away.


The inn even smelled the same—the mix of cedar, old books, and the lavender-vanilla room spray Katherine used. I heaved in a breath and sighed it out.


When I found the main floor bathroom, I laughed out loud.


Oh my god. These tiles. Dark brown and orange, with a brown sink and laminate counter. Katherine hated this bathroom, and I had totally forgotten about it. She’d had these grand renovation ideas since she bought the place thirty years ago, but it was never the right time. There was never enough extra cash, or the tourist season was busy and she didn’t want to disrupt it. So her dreams were pushed and pushed until she got sick. Then she stopped talking about renovations altogether.


“You’ll help me redesign the place, won’t you, Sadie?” she had asked a couple of summers ago while visiting me. I had just been promoted at the hotel chain where I worked as an interior designer.


“Of course,” I had told her.


I wrinkled my nose at the brown tiles.


In the hallway, I studied Katherine’s photos on the walls, smiling as I recognized faces. There was one of me and her from that summer. There was one of Katherine, Elizabeth, and Elizabeth’s sister, Bea. There was one of the four Rhodes boys. My gaze lingered on serious, silent Holden.


In the photo, he was in his early twenties. The same intense glare I saw all summer. Same sharp jawline, broad shoulders, and thick, unruly brown hair. Same piercing gray eyes that made my stomach flutter with anticipation.


A shiver rolled down my back, but I shook it off.


Upstairs, I opened the first bedroom door and let out a loud laugh.


“Yikes.”


How could I forget this wallpaper? Pastel pink with thousands of dancing flowers assaulted my eyes. The bed! I clapped a hand over my mouth, smothering a giggle. A colossal mahogany four-poster bed sucked all the energy out of the room. It looked like something from medieval times, with huge blocky bedside tables and a dresser the size of a church altar.


Even though I knew they were all the same, I wandered from room to room. Now that I had worked as an interior designer for almost seven years, I could see the huge furniture made the rooms seem smaller and distracted from the fireplaces between the windows.


This place had so much potential. Each room had a fireplace with a timeless stone mantel. I could picture these rooms in a different light, with neutral walls hung with art or photographs, sleek furniture, and a comfy bed with a fluffy white duvet and giant pillows. A chair beside the hearth to read in during cold evenings.


Each en suite bathroom was the same brown and orange color palette as downstairs. I winced.


As I wandered down the hall, a funny feeling panged through my chest. I should have visited more. Like with renovations, it was never a good time. I was either in school or working or had used up all my yearly vacation, and Katherine visited me yearly.


Besides, this town was boring. There wasn’t much to do that summer, especially because I had no one to hang out with. Emmett, Wyatt, and Finn were all working during the day, and Holden made sure I knew how unwelcome I was.


I opened the door to Katherine’s room at the end of the hall and my heart squeezed. Same floral wallpaper as the other rooms, the same heavy furniture, but this room had an adjoining alcove she used as her office, with a desk in front of a window overlooking the ocean. I walked over to the window and gazed out at the gorgeous view.


The morning’s events replayed in my head. I now owned this inn with Holden. I also had two hundred thousand dollars of debt waiting for me back in Toronto, no job, and a broken heart. My fiancé was on the run and I had legal bills to pay.


I needed money. I needed to get back to Toronto so I could fix my life.


I had no idea what to do next.


My phone buzzed with an incoming call.


It was the private investigator I had hired to find Grant so I could get my money back. My pulse picked up, and my stomach lodged itself in my throat. I’d been waiting for news from him.


“Hello?”





CHAPTER 4



SADIE


A week after I received my business loan, Grant went on a weekend trip to visit his parents in Vancouver. The morning after he left, he transferred the contents of our company’s account to a bank in Mexico City. The detectives with the police department suspected he had left the immediate area, and the investigation hit a dead end.


His name wasn’t even Grant Markham. It was Jason Fairfax, and he had done this to two other women in Europe.


That’s when I hired a private investigator to get my money back.


“I had to grease a few palms to get the bank security footage,” Rick said. “He left here with a duffel bag of cash, like the detective suspected.”


I let a long breath out, chewing my lip. “Okay, so what now?”


Rick sighed. “Look, you’re a nice person, so I’m going to be straight with you. The detectives said this guy has done this before, right? The chances that he’s hanging around are slim. If I were him, I would take off down to South America and drink mojitos on the beach for the rest of my life. I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. I don’t think we’re going to find this guy.”


A rock landed in my stomach and I swallowed.


“There’s nothing we can do?” I asked. “Anything, Rick?”


He sighed again. “You’re the client, and as long as you’re paying me, I’m happy to sit in bars and ask people if they’ve seen the guy, but it’s a waste of your money.”


I rubbed my temple, scrambling for a solution. I knew in my gut he was right.


Grant was perfect, too perfect, and it was all an act. He had practiced this, and I had fallen for it. I always fell for the wrong guy.


I nodded. “Okay.” My hand was shaking.


“I’m sorry, Sadie, but this guy is a professional. I’ll send you the invoice when I get home.”


We said goodbye and hung up, and I wished I could disappear into the floor.


It was so much money, and I wasn’t getting it back.


I walked downstairs in a daze, confused about the universe.


I was a good person. I paid my taxes. If I saw someone’s skirt tucked into their underwear or food in their teeth, I told them. When my friends had too many margaritas, I helped them get home safe. I had volunteered with Big Sisters in Toronto for five years. When I was done with my grocery shopping, I always put my cart back with the others.


What had I done to deserve this?


This debt was going to take years to pay off. The bank didn’t care that Grant had stolen the money. When I was building my business plan, the monthly payments seemed reasonable, but now?


No money, no company, no clients, no income.


The loan was in my name, because Grant had spent the last decade in New York before he transferred to Toronto and had still been building Canadian credit.


Fuck. My stomach burned with shame. I was so clueless.


Before Grant, it was Dylan, an investment banker who seemed like the perfect guy until I figured out he expected me to stay home with our future children. Great for some people, but not for me. I loved interior design, and I wasn’t giving it up.


Before Dylan, it was Luke, a painter I met while working on a fine arts degree. Luke also seemed perfect in that tortured artist way. Until I overheard him making fun of my paintings.


I blew out a long breath and closed my eyes. When would I learn? I couldn’t trust myself to pick the right guy, and it was getting worse each time.


While I locked up at the inn, I pushed all the feelings aside.


It didn’t matter. I was done with dating for the foreseeable future. I had enough on my plate.


Twenty minutes later, I strolled back down the main street, on the hunt for lunch, when my gaze landed on a shop window.


It was a real estate agency, with listings posted in the window.


An idea struck me, and a smile stretched across my face. The inn was worth a ton of money, and I had a ton of debt.


We could sell the inn. Of course. It was so simple.


Guilt poked me in the ribcage. The inn was Katherine’s life’s work. She put her heart into that place. Her passion and purpose were hosting people, showing them the beauty of Queen’s Cove, growing friendships with travelers from around the world, and helping people make incredible memories during their vacation.


My forehead pinched and I chewed my lip.


On the other hand, I had zero plans to own and operate the inn, and I doubted Holden did either. The guy had a company to run. What the hell would he want with an inn? Katherine knew my life was in Toronto. There was no way she had expected me to move to Queen’s Cove and run the inn, and if she had, she wouldn’t have left it to Holden. She would have left it solely to me.


From what Katherine had told me, his company was successful. He didn’t need the money. Why was he in the will?


I knew one thing: Katherine had done this because she loved me. She’d left it to me because she didn’t have any kids, and because we were close. This was her way of giving me a leg up in life.


A surprised, elated laugh burst out of me, and I sent a million thank-yous up to her, wherever she was in the universe. My golden solution had landed at my feet, and I could see my problems evaporating.


Good things happened to good people.


I’d stay at the inn one last night, and tomorrow, I’d go find Holden.





CHAPTER 5



HOLDEN


“Hey, buddy.” Emmett clapped me on the shoulder as I took a seat beside him at our parents’ house.


I nodded hello to everyone. The whole family was here except Finn. He was off fighting forest fires around British Columbia until late September, after which he would move to Whistler for the ski season. Emmett and his wife, Avery, sat beside me. Across from us, Wyatt had his arm around his wife, Hannah. My parents, Elizabeth and Sam, sat at opposite ends of the table.


My dad jerked his chin in my direction. “Holden, I heard the big news. Congratulations.”


Emmett whistled. “How’s Sadie doing with the news?”


A rock landed in my stomach and I glanced around, uneasy. My brothers knew Sadie from the weekly dinners she attended during her summer here. She had that same sparkly friendliness Katherine had and got along with everyone.


Except me.


“Fuck if I know,” I bit out.


Everyone turned to me and I held back a groan. I should have skipped this dinner. I had a thousand emails to catch up on, and I knew they were going to grill me.


My mom gave me a strange look before turning back to the table. “She’s grown into such a lovely young lady. So beautiful.”


Emmett wiggled his brows at me. “Hey, buddy? Do you think she’s so beautiful?”


I scowled at him. “Shut the fuck up.”


He started laughing and Wyatt shot me a grin. At Avery and Hannah’s confused expressions, Emmett explained. “Holden had a little crush on her.”


I scowled harder. “I didn’t have a fucking crush on her.”


I had a crush on her. Her hair looked like it was threaded with gold when the sun hit it right.


Everyone stared at me. Hannah raised her brows at my tone. Avery and Emmett exchanged a glance. Wyatt grinned to himself, while my dad gave me a chiding look and my mom narrowed her eyes at me.


Emmett winced. “Too bad she’s engaged.”


My gut rolled with irritation.


My mom made a noise under her breath before lowering her voice. “Emmett, don’t bring up the engagement around her, please.”


He frowned. “Why?”


“They called it off.”


I froze. Katherine hadn’t mentioned that. That’s why she wasn’t wearing her ring today.


“That’s too bad,” my dad said. “Is that the guy Katherine didn’t like?”


My mom shushed him.


Possibility flickered in the back of my mind, but I shoved it away as the old memory rang in my head.


Ugh, why would anyone go for Holden when they could have one of his brothers?


“Is she in town for long?” Hannah asked me. “I’d love to meet her.”


I lifted my shoulders in a shrug. “I doubt it.” She couldn’t even stand this town for two days.


“That’s too bad,” my dad said. “Would have been nice to catch up after all this time. All you boys always had so much fun with her.”


“Not all of us.” Emmett glanced at me.


“Okay, that’s enough,” my mom said.


Emmett put his arm around Avery. “Adams and I are thinking about a weekend in Victoria at the end of September. Anyone interested?”


She smiled up at him and my heart gave a weird, yearning tug.


This gnawing emptiness in my chest started when commitment-phobe Emmett fell head over fucking heels for Avery a few years ago. The guy’s life changed when he met her. She was everything to him. After work, he either raced home to spend time with her or went to the restaurant she owned so he could watch her work. And those smiles she shot him, like she’d do anything for him?


Last year, Wyatt, who never wanted anything long term, agreed to help Hannah find a boyfriend but ended up keeping her for himself. They got married on the beach, and I watched Wyatt look at Hannah the same way Emmett looked at Avery.


I’d give anything to love someone like that.


I cleared my throat. “I can’t take the entire weekend off.”


Besides, the last thing I wanted was to watch Emmett and Avery stare into each other’s eyes and whisper I love you forty times a day.


Avery raised one brow in concern. “We hardly see you these days.”


After a decade, Rhodes Construction employed two hundred and twelve people. When Emmett was elected mayor two years ago, he stepped down, and I took over both roles. Two hundred people depended on me to keep the work coming in. I’d always worked long hours—longer than I’d admit to my family—and it only got worse once Emmett left. But I’d never want him to feel guilty for pursuing something he loved.


Besides, I’d learned a long time ago that the happily married with a wife and kids path wasn’t going to happen for me.


No matter how much I wanted it. No matter how bored I was, sitting in my big house alone, staring at the art on the walls.


“I don’t think we can make it.” Hannah gazed up at Wyatt with bright eyes. She chewed her lip and he smiled at her.


Did he look… nervous? I frowned at him.


“Right,” my mom said. “When do you two leave again?”


When Wyatt traveled for surf competitions and brand sponsorships, Hannah joined him. She ran a romance bookstore in town but had a full staff to keep things going when she wasn’t around.


Hannah looked up at Wyatt with a private, hesitant smile, and winked at her. It was that silent communication thing Emmett and Avery did all the time. I looked away.


“Should we tell them?” Hannah asked Wyatt, and he nodded. She sent that hesitant, excited glance to each of us around the table.


I frowned deeper.


“What is it?” Avery asked.


Wyatt’s face lit up with a proud smile. “The bookworm’s pregnant.” That was his nickname for her.


My stomach bottomed out.


A baby. My brother had met the love of his life, and now they were going to have a baby. I pictured Wyatt holding a tiny bundle. A strange, tight ache hit me square in the chest.


My mom gasped and jumped up to hug Hannah. “Congratulations, sweetheart!”


“Fuck, yes!” Emmett pounded a fist against the table, and the cutlery clanked. “That’s awesome.”


After my mom hugged Hannah, Avery was next. Before they were sisters-in-law, they were best friends, and Avery whispered into Hannah’s ear before she wiped away a tear.


“You ready?” my dad asked Wyatt after giving him a hug.


“Nope.” My brother shot him a lazy grin. “We have no idea what we’re doing.”


“You’ll be fine,” Emmett told him. “You have us.”


I pictured Wyatt and Hannah’s kid growing up, learning to walk, celebrating birthdays surrounded by our family. Learning to ride a bike. Playing with Legos. Me taking the kid to the art gallery and pointing out my favorite paintings.


And then I pictured it as my kid, with someone I loved. With someone who looked at me like Avery looked at Emmett, or like Hannah looked at Wyatt.


My heart lurched.


I stood and gave both Hannah and Wyatt a big hug, careful not to crush Hannah. “Happy for you two,” I told them.


Hannah gave me a soft smile. “Thanks, Holden.”


She wasn’t just my sister-in-law; she was my friend. Even if I envied what she and Wyatt had, I was still going to be the best uncle ever.


“I’m going to spoil your kid rotten.”


That evening, I returned to my home in the woods, sat on the couch, and studied the painting hanging in my living room. On the canvas, a faceless, naked couple embraced. His arms curled around her like he was protecting her from the world, and she melted into him like he was a part of her. My heart ached when I looked at it, yet I couldn’t bring myself to part with it.


This painting was everything I wanted but would never have.


I ran my own company, lived in a beautiful house, and had more money than I knew what to do with. And it still wasn’t enough. Every time I came home to the silence, the clawing ache in my chest demanded attention.


The promise I made to Katherine loomed in the back of my mind, and dread rolled through me.


I wish I’d looked harder for someone, she had said as I fixed a leaking tap in the kitchen. I always thought I’d find someone, but it never happened. It would have been nice to find a partner. Promise me you’ll try to find someone, Holden.


Why the fuck did I say make that vow?


Because I wanted someone who would shoot me private smiles. I wanted to come home to someone making tea in the kitchen, humming or listening to music on the record player in the living room.


Because Katherine was my mentor. She taught me how to employ people and how to give back to my community. She would talk about her paintings and we’d visit the art gallery together. She showed me how meaningful paint on canvas could be. I owed it to her.


Why would anyone go for Holden when they could have one of his brothers?


My stomach knotted. No one was going to choose the silent, grouchy asshole.


A few months ago, after too many beers, Emmett had confessed to me that he had roped Avery into being his fake fiancée while he ran for mayor, in order to seem more responsible. In the process of convincing the town they were madly in love, it became reality. Hannah had blackmailed Wyatt into helping her.


If I wanted what they had, I had to go out and find her.


Fine. For Katherine, I’d give it one last shot.





CHAPTER 6



HOLDEN


The next morning, I sat in my office at work, thinking about the inn. The question had bothered me all night.


Why the hell did Katherine leave it to me?


I didn’t need the money, and she knew that.


She wanted me to take care of the place, I realized. Even after she passed, she wanted someone looking out for the place.


That made sense. Parents left their homes to their kids all the time, and Sadie was the closest thing Katherine had to a daughter.


I wished she had warned me about this, though.


Sadie’s shocked expression from the will reading appeared in my head, and I crossed my arms. The weird, yearning twist behind my ribcage was back.


Fuck. Why couldn’t she grow up to have onion breath or tiny, beady eyes like a troll? I pictured her with those stupid wheelie sneakers that got on everyone’s nerves.


There. That was better.


A new image flashed into my head. One of her smiling at me yesterday from across the conference room, her gaze roaming over my chest with appreciation.


I shook myself. She wasn’t looking at me like that. She couldn’t stand me.


After the meeting ended, I had returned to my office, slid the glass door closed, and taken a deep breath. I’d made a promise to Katherine, and daydreaming about her niece wouldn’t help.


I pulled out my phone, downloaded a dating app, and began to fill out my profile.


Name: Holden


Age: 34


Searching for: long-term commitment.


Kids? No, but open.


What do you do on weekends? Work, gym, art gallery, family time.


I swiped on a few profiles, and within a minute, I had a match. I tapped out a message.


Hi.


Hey, baby, she responded.


Uh. Okay. How are you?


I’m sitting in the bath, thinking about you. If you want to know more about me, check out my website:


I pictured a woman in the bath, but it was Sadie in the tub, giving me that hot, appraising look. My cock stirred.


Why would anyone go for Holden when they could have one of his brothers?


I blew a long breath out, shoved her words out of my head, and deleted the app.


I could throw money at this problem. I could hire someone to set me up. Matchmaking was still a thing, right? I leaned back and looked down the hall outside my office. Emmett still dropped by sometimes. If my brothers found out I was doing this, I’d never hear the end of it.


I typed Vancouver Island + matchmaker into Google, then clicked the first link.


When the site loaded, a video began playing. A woman with short, bright red hair and a suit in the same color stared into the camera. A harp played through my speakers.


“Are you lonely, lacking confidence, and terrible at dating?” she asked in a seductive tone.


A strangled noise scraped out of my throat, and I rushed to hit mute before sending another nervous glance out the door. Her mouth kept moving, and words appeared beside her.


Matchmaker and Life Coach. Speed dating events every Friday!


Speed dating? Fuck no. Cold dread trickled down my spine. The idea of speed dating made my skin crawl. I wasn’t like Emmett, who could strike up a conversation with anyone. It would be a disaster. I could already tell I’d go home frustrated with myself.


I returned to Google and stared at the blinking cursor. Self-hate rose in my gut.


“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I muttered to myself.


How to find a wife.


The second the search results popped up, I caught sight of Zara standing at the glass door of my office. I hit lock screen as fast as I could.


“The candidate for the senior architect position is here,” she told me.


“Right.” I stood and gathered my things.


After the interview, I returned to my office and froze in the doorway.


Sadie Waters lounged in one of the chairs across from my desk, a sketchbook balanced on her lap. She wore a cheerful yellow sweater. Lost in concentration, she ran an eraser over the page, then grabbed one of my pencils off my desk, likely to fix the image she had erased.


The familiarity of her grabbing the pencil made my heart shoot into my throat.


Be normal, I told myself.


At a loss for words, I cleared my throat.


She glanced up and gave me a bright smile. Not a sincere smile, but one of those fake ones she wore when she was trying to annoy me.


“Good morning, Holden.”


I scowled at her, taking in her perky ponytail and bright eyes. “I thought you were leaving.”


She shrugged and smiled wider. “I guess I didn’t.” She put her hands up as if to say whatcha gonna do? and adjusted in her seat. “On account of us inheriting an inn together and everything.”


I took a seat behind the desk, acting like my pulse wasn’t racing. “I’m busy.”


Zara breezed into my office. “Here we go.” She set a cup of tea on my desk.


Sadie beamed at her. “Thank you so much, Zara.”


I shook my head at both of them. “She’s not staying. I have another meeting,” I lied.


Zara blinked at me, wearing a confused frown. “You don’t have a meeting until three.”


Damn her and her steel-trap memory. I glared at her, and she rolled her eyes, then slid the door closed.


I regarded Sadie, and my lungs felt tight. This office was too small. My teeth ground together, and I folded my arms over my chest, dragging a deep breath in and letting it out.


She rolled her eyes. “Oh, stop it. What does your mom always say? Oh, yeah. Stop being so dramatic.”


Her eyes glittered with amusement.


Jesus, she was beautiful. I imagined running my fingers through her hair, and in response to the image, my hand twitched on my bicep. Her gaze dropped to my arm and she raised a brow.


I cleared my throat again. “What do you want?”


She straightened up. “We have a few things to talk about.”


I gave her a blank look.


“What realtor are we going to go with? What’s our listing price?” She counted off using her fingers.


My eyebrows shot up in alarm, but she didn’t notice.


She wanted to sell the place?


“Do we want to change the inside of the house in terms of staging? I guess we can talk to the realtor about that.” She shrugged. “I can help with staging.”


“We’re not selling the inn.”


She frowned and blinked at me. “Holden, what are we going to do with an inn?” She whirled her finger in the air, gesturing at the office around us. “You have a company to run.”


I raked a hand through my hair, frustrated. I knew I had a company to run, and the inn would need a fair amount of oversight. Grounds that needed to be maintained. And I’d need to hire a staff. It wasn’t unmanageable, but it was more on my already-full plate.


Selling felt wrong, though.


“No,” I said in a flat tone.


Her face fell with a mix of confusion, disappointment, and panic. “Why not?”


“Katherine wouldn’t have left half of the inn to me if she wanted it to be sold.” I studied the pinch between her eyebrows. “I don’t need the money.”


Her delicate throat worked, and she let out a breath, deflating. She bit her bottom lip. “Fuck,” she whispered.


“Besides, we have to wait until the probate period is over.”


She turned back to me. “What?”


“Probate. We have to wait until all of Katherine’s will documents are processed and the inn is in our names before we can sell. It could take up to a year.”


“A year?” she repeated, eyes wide.


“But I’m not selling.”


She chewed the inside of her cheek harder, then her eyes lit up and she straightened up. “Buy me out.”


“Huh?”


She leaned forward. “Holden, you just said you don’t need the money. Buy me out of the inn, and I’ll be out of your hair forever. You’ll never have to see me again.”


She wiggled her brows at me, and I frowned, considering this.


“Two hundred grand,” she hurried to add. “You can buy my half of the inn for two hundred grand.”


I narrowed my eyes on her. The place was worth far, far more than two hundred grand. If I bought her out for that price, I’d make a killing, and she’d be leaving money on the table.


Why would she propose something so ridiculous?


She shifted under my scrutiny, fiddling with the sleeve of her sweater.


“What’s going on?” I asked.


Her guilty gaze flicked up to mine. “Nothing.”


“Something.” Sadie wasn’t stupid. She wouldn’t walk away from this property unless…


She was in trouble.


“Why do you need money?”


Her throat worked and panic flashed in her eyes. “None of your business.” She pushed the panic aside and shot me a charismatic grin that made my chest flip. “Take the deal, Holden. You won’t regret it.”


Her throat worked again, and she glanced down at her hands, clutching the closed sketchbook on her lap. Her brow wrinkled.


This felt wrong. I didn’t agree with the choice Katherine made to leave half the inn to Sadie, but I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I interfered like this. I turned back to my computer and tapped the spacebar to wake it up.


“No.”


My monitors lit up. My previous search appeared in clear view, and my stomach dropped as Sadie’s gaze zeroed in on the screen.


How to find a wife.





CHAPTER 7



HOLDEN


“How to find a wife?” She let out a laugh and her eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas. “Is that a joke?”


My face heated. “You need to leave.”


Clearly unaffected by me, she shook with laughter. “Oh my god. I love this. So the sad, lonely Sasquatch man wants a companion. That’s so cute.” She took a sip of her tea. “Have you tried kidnapping? Sometimes that goes okay. It’s called Stockholm syndrome.”


Shame rolled through my gut. Why did I fucking google it at work?


“I’m not buying the inn from you,” I told her. “You’re wasting both our time.”


Sadie bit her lip, still grinning. “I know someone you can marry.” She pulled out her phone and typed something. “She’s really pretty and quiet, so you won’t have to worry about making conversation with her. The best part is she always puts out.”


She flipped the phone around to show me an image of a blow-up sex doll. “She doesn’t have a name, so you can pick whatever you like.”


Her eyes sparkled as she beamed at me.


“Hilarious,” I bit out. “Heard you’re not doing too great in that department.” I glanced at her bare finger, remembering the conversation about her failed engagement last night.


Her smile dropped. “Wow. Okay. Thanks, asshole.” She stood and picked up her bag. “Have a great life.”


My head snapped up, and I watched as she slid the glass door open, waved goodbye to Zara, and walked out.


My chest strained tight with regret, and I got to my feet to follow her. All I’d done was point out that she also wasn’t married. She’d just suggested I marry a blow-up sex doll, for Christ’s sake.


She strode back into my office, and my eyes widened as I took a step back. She gave me that pretty, catlike smile and stared me down.


My brain went blank.


She held my gaze. “If you buy me out of the inn, I’ll find a wife for you.”


I scoffed. “No.”


“I’m serious.” She flopped back into the chair, and I relaxed a fraction.


“So am I.”


“Holden, you’re googling how to find a wife. It’s obvious you have no idea what you’re doing.”


I hesitated, staring at my screen. I hated that she was right. “What makes you think you can find someone for me?”


Especially when she thought I was so fucking ineligible fifteen years ago.


She brushed her long hair over her shoulder. “Easy. I’ve dated lots of assholes, so I can coach you on how to hide that part of yourself.”


The side of my mouth twitched, but I held it down.


“Dating is a numbers game, Holden. I can do the legwork. I’ll find women who have interests similar to yours. I’ll help you plan the dates, give you suggestions about gifts to buy them, and come up with a preapproved list of conversation topics for you to rely on.”


“I don’t need any of that.”


She gave me a wincing smile like she didn’t believe me. “Sure. The only thing I won’t do? Hide the body when you get sick of her.”


I glared at her and she winked. “Just kidding. I’ll totally help you with that.” Her shoulders bounced again. “I’m very motivated.”


“Why?” My eyes narrowed.


Something dimmed behind her eyes, but she blinked it away. “Because I need the money.”


“Why?”


She cleared her throat and studied her hands. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


I watched her for a long moment. There was something under the surface with her. Something hurt.


“What’s with the sketchbook?”


“Oh.” The weird look disappeared, and she dropped the book onto my desk before flipping it open. “Just some design ideas I had for the inn.”


It was the floor plan of the inn. I shifted the book closer to study her sketch. She had hatched out the wall separating the front foyer and the sitting room.


I raised an eyebrow at her. “You want to knock a wall out?”


She shrugged. “It would open the space up, make it seem bigger and more welcoming.”


I turned back to the sketch. She had hatched out the wall between the dining room and storage room as well, and she’d labeled the new room library, but the door had been removed.


She leaned forward and her hair fell onto my arm. I jerked back. She gave me a strange look and tapped the bookcase in the sitting room.


“The entry to the library is through the bookcase.” She bit her lip and her eyes sparkled. “A secret library would be cool. I read about this one in an old mansion back in Toronto. There was a latch under a shelf and then the whole bookcase swung out.” Her hands moved as she talked.


When she was excited like this, her face lit up. She met my gaze before leaning over to turn the page.


It was a rendering of one of the upstairs bedrooms, wallpaper removed and different furniture. “I’ve drawn it to scale so you can see how different the room would look filled with more appropriate-sized furniture.”


I flipped to the next image. The bathroom, redone in modern tile with a glass shower and new vanity.


These sketches looked professional. We worked with designers on homes all the time, and she was just as good as they were.


“Two shower heads?” I raised an eyebrow at her.


“For shower sex,” she explained like it was everyday conversation.


I choked.


“People have a ton of sex on vacation, Holden.”


An image of us in the shower flashed into my head and my cock stirred.


I cleared my throat. “Yep, thanks.” I snapped the book closed and shoved it back to her. “Designers work in AutoCAD.”


She nodded. “For clients, I always start with initial hand sketches. Sometimes watercolor paintings. I think while I draw and paint. Then I do it in AutoCAD.”


A memory of Katherine teaching her how to paint on the porch trickled into my head. “Why did you do these?”


Her mouth pulled to the side and her eyebrows pinched together. “I don’t know. I started getting ideas last night. I always said I’d help redesign her inn, but I never did.”


I sat back in my chair and studied Sadie. She shifted under my gaze, fiddling with her hair. I took a long breath in and out.


Promise me you’ll try, Katherine had said.


Did I actually think Sadie could find someone for me? No. Not a chance. You can’t sell a product you don’t believe in.


But letting her try would fulfill Katherine’s wish, even if Sadie did fail. It was worth a shot.


A tiny sliver of me wanted Sadie to stick around for a bit. I couldn’t help myself.


In the chair across from my desk, her expression was strangely vulnerable and exposed, like she’d revealed a piece of herself she wanted to keep hidden, and my heart twisted.


“Okay,” I said.


Her eyebrows shot up. “Okay, what?”


“Okay to your offer.”


Her eyes lit up and she sat up straight. “Really?” she whispered, like she couldn’t believe it.


I crossed my arms over my chest. “A couple conditions.”


She chewed her lip, waiting.


I didn’t know why, but it was important Sadie still owned the inn. It was the responsible thing to do. Katherine wanted her to have it, and she was clearly in trouble. Her being here stirred up old feelings, but I couldn’t screw her over.


She was Katherine’s niece. She’d want me to help her out.


“I’ll pay you two hundred grand, and based on the current assessed price, we’ll transfer that fraction of ownership to me. You’ll still own part of the inn, just not fifty percent.”


She frowned. “Why do I feel like there’s a major catch?”


My gaze dropped to the sketch in front of me, of a bathroom full of emerald-green tiles and sunlight. “You’re going to lead the inn renovation.”


She froze. “Holden, these are just sketches.”


“Turn them into reality.”


She glanced out the window overlooking Main Street, considering my counter.


“I told her I’d help her renovate,” I admitted.


Her gaze snapped back to mine, confused. “What do you mean?”


Regret clawed at me. “I said I’d help her fix the place up, and we never got around to it.”


She watched me. Fuck, I wished I knew what she was thinking.


“Okay.” She gave me a quick nod. “One more thing. Are you into kinky shit? Like, do I have to find someone who also drinks blood?”


The corner of my mouth quirked, but I cleared my throat. “I don’t drink blood.” I ran my thumb over the arm of my chair. “And I want this done in six months.”


She barked out a laugh. “You want to marry a person you’ve yet to meet in six months? Even Blow-Up Belinda would think that’s sketchy.”


“I want to meet her within six months. I don’t need to be married by then.”


She breathed out a sigh. “That I can work with. Deal.”


“We can’t tell anyone about this.”


She snorted. “Obviously. ‘Man looking for a wife’ screams murderer.” She held her hand out. Her nails sparkled. “Holden Rhodes, you’ve got yourself a deal.”


Her palm was warm and fit perfectly against mine, and for a split second, I didn’t want to let go.
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