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    Dedication

  


  To the fighters, the winners, the gone but not forgotten, this book belongs to you.


  Flossie “Nana” Arpasy (Angel), Grandma Guillemette (Angel) Zoë Graves (Angel), Aunt Precious (Won) Sylvia (Angel), Pat (Angel), MJ Carnal (Fighting), Robert Nuzzi (Angel), Sharon Ross (Angel), Steven Goyack (Angel), Sharon (Angel), Gordon (Angel), Robert Ross (Angel), Yolanda Santos (Angel), Mary C Rodriguez (Angel), Cheryl Rhoads (Won), Betty Bryan (Angel), Rose Kewosh (Angel), Nancy Beveridge (Fighting), Annie Baird (Angel), Brian Davidson (Angel), Treva Jarrell (Angel), Nikki Mitchell (Angel), Kay Cocozzo (Angel), John Moulden (Angel), Vera Brown (Angel), Gale Allison (Fighting), Robert Brassell (Angel), Ashley Friend (Angel), James Shaw (Angel), Ken McMahan (Angel), Lynne Brown (Angel), Leo Hubble (Angel), Terry Voyles (Angel), Michael Fleming (Angel), Mazie Kelly (Angel), John Kelly (Angel), John Hickey (Angel), Tom Kelly (Won), Betty Kelly (Fighting), Vanessa Broadhurst Miller (Fighting), Jim Jankowski (Angel), Tammy (Won), Lillian Garrett (Won), Tootie Garrett (Angel), Charles (Angel), Danny Walls (Fighting), Jerry Walls (Fighting), Sunny Walls (Fighting), Jane Titcher (Angel), Linda Gnat-Moore (Angel), Karen Robbins-Bell (Won), Judy Scheetz (Angel), Cyndy Andrews (Angel), Cristy Martinez (Angel), Vi Collins (Angel), Alice Ervin(Won), Lorraine Moen (Won), Diane Daisey (Angel), Cecilia Sargent (Angel), Dianne Long (Won), David Perchal (Angel), Micheal Bonds (Angel), Renee Cooper R.N. (Angel), Ernie Wright (Angel), Brenda Wright (Angel), Cynthia Hartley (Angel), Helen Young (Angel), Cletus O’Dell (Won), Carmen Stalsberg (Angel), Sandra my aunt (Fighting), Joseph grandad (Angel), Rachel Blick (Won), Ronni Roth (Angel), James “Papa” Harris (Angel), Brylee West (Fighting), Sally Howe (Angel), Mike Bowman (Angel), Kurt Volger (Fighting), Denise Leblanc (Angel), Delia Turner (Won), Donna Witchey (Angel), Gail Santilli (Angel), Avril Monroe Teaster (Angel), Melissa Ferrell Williams (Won), Eleanor Tryon (Angel), Helen (Angel), Patty Balmer (Fighting), Abdias Ramos (Angel), William Issette (Angel), Emil G Dvorshock (Angel), John Stasek (Angel), Kathy Hammerson (Angel), John Lehec (Angel), Victor Lehec (Won), Danny Lehec (Won), Barry Macdonald (Fighting), Ed Clark (Angel), Donna Hays (Fighting), Jacqueline Martinez (Fighting), Marilyn Hicks (Fighting), Eludina Miranda (Won), Felipe Rosario (Angel), Aide Vazquez (Angel), Theodore Vazquez (Angel), Derek Scott (Angel), Margarette Mullikin (Fighting), Ronald William (Angel), Heather Smith (Angel), Queenie Mason (Angel), Vickie Whitney (Angel), Geoff Munkenbeck (Angel), Iris Seath (Angel), Regina Trinidad (Won), Stella Bird Radle (Fighting), Cassie Simpson (Angel), Callimae Venable (Angel), Mary Lutrina Williams (Angel), Carl Williams (Angel), Olen Williams (Angel), Wanda Williams (Fighting), Katie Arrigo (Won), Virgina Adams (Won/Fighting), Velma Sommerer (Angel), Lynne Hahn (Fighting), Frank Andres (Angel), Ora Porter (Angel), Bill Kuklenski (Won), Paolo Siciliano (Angel), Virginia Denning (Fighting), Eddie Gaumer (Angel), Yvette Roberts (Angel), Carolyn Tate (Angel), Maria Antonia Paz (Angel), Megan Reeves (Angel), Polly Robbins (Angel), Eleanor Kreitz (Angel), Richard Kreitz (Fighting), Katrina Brownell (Angel), Karen Lopez (Won), Gloria Laguna (Angel), Greg Lance (Won), Ofie Dela Pena (Angel), Deborah Cole (Angel), Junior Hamby. (Angel), Victoria Canoto (Won), Larry Jones (Angel), Bill G. Shaw (Angel), Michelle Lord (Fighting), Karen Carozza (Angel), Claire Metcalf (Angel), Robert Steck Sr. (Angel), robert steck jr. (Won), Patricia robinson (Won), Pauline C Villa (Fighting), Sui Yung Yau (Won), Sandy Borrero (Won), Eduardo Barral (Angel), Grandma (Angel), Felice Webber (Angel), Sherry Bishop Borrero (Fighting), Terry Herrington (Angel), O.D. Smith (Angel), Robin Aisen (Won), Timothy Williams (Angel), Randall Williams (Angel), John Featheringill (Fighting), Carol Dial (Angel), Jim Sanders (Angel), Luther Rice (Fighting), Jerry Dugal (Angel), Michelle Cage (Fighting), Marie Ease (Angel), Opie Davis (Angel), Dale Chekwech (Fighting), Toney W Poole Sr. (Fighting/Won), Joan Jenkins (Won), Sharon Batson (Fighting), Denise Proctor (Angel), Chris Stabo (Angel), Rafael Pantoja (Won), Tommy Matlosz (Angel), Aunt Aggie (Won), Barbara Salandy (Angel), Catherine Hastings (Angel), Grant Ketner Sr. (Angel), Ellen Ketner (Angel), Alvin Ketner (Angel), Bill Guando (Angel), Wanetta Vickers (Fighting), John “Cookie” Basile (Angel), Donna Yarosz-Harris (Won), Michele Tenedine Stoto (Angel), Amy Duffy (Won), Dan Breault (Won), Norma Medlin (Angel), Delores Brumbaugh (Angel), Dorothy Reeves (Angel), Shirley Seigler (Angel), Deana Crowell (Angel), Mary Elizabejt Durham (Fighting), Sandra Jordan (Angel), Henryk Thoma (Angel), Sophie Cepulonis (Angel), Perry Clevinger (Angel), Carmen Monti (Angel), Cesar Emilio Baez (Angel), Grandma Rusty (Angel), Grandpa Bob (Angel), Rosemary Dolan (Angel), William F Wulf (Angel), Cate Drake (Angel), Laura Duguay (Fighting), Avi Kouris (Angel), William Bass (Angel), Pamela Scott (Angel), Emma Keating (Won), Martha Kalbus Kalbus (Fighting), Denise Terry Kalbus (Fighting), Ronnie Goldman (Angel), Audrey Hobbs (Angel), James Skeen (Angel), Dorothy M Smith (Angel), Alberta Wyatt (Angel), Gerald Wyatt (Angel), William Duren (Fighting), Ann Duren (Won), Lois Rollings (Angel), Mary Lane (Angel), Homer Harris (Angel), Maureen Muzikar (Angel), Margaret Davies (Angel), Diana Littlefield (Angel), Wanda Cochran (Angel), Randy Donaldson (Angel), Rebecca Meek (Angel), Jennifer Barr (Fighting), Amanda Cross (Won), Paul Standard (Angel), Allen Standard (Won), Carol B. (Won), Lilly B. (Won), Nicole Stygar (Won), Michael Milam (Angel), Lena Brock (Angel), Gail Stabback (Angel), Warren Treadgold (Fighting), Paul Currier (Angel), Secundo Fernandes (Angel), Betty Begley (Angel), Isacc Bode (Angel), Amanda Ray Petty (Angel), France Familiaran (Fighting), Doris Scobey (Angel), Wesley Scobey (Angel), Tracy Hill Janosko (Fighting), Lori Garding (Fighting), Cheryl Elens (Angel), Barbara Robichaux (Angel), Blanche Webber (Angel), Penny Nixon (Angel), Donna Merow (Angel), Warren Wirges (Angel), Esther Wirges (Angel), Allison Merow (Won), Arlene Geekie (Angel), Ida Pelham (Angel), Joseph LoCicero (Angel), Margaret Parry (Angel), Alfred Parry (Angel), Dorman Henry (Angel)


  
    Fighting to Breathe

  


  Looking out at the ocean, you sometimes forget it’s dangerous.


  The sea is like a woman; you have to respect her, listen to what she’s telling you, and never ever doubt that she has the power destroy you.


  
    Prologue

  


  Lea


  “It’s so beautiful,” I whisper, cuddling deeper into Austin’s side as I look up at the night sky. I swear you can see every single star there is when the nights are clear like this.


  “Yeah,” he grunts, making me smile as his fingers on my arm move in soothing strokes.


  “We graduate in two weeks,” I say while butterflies erupt in my stomach. Austin has been my boyfriend since I was sixteen, and since the very beginning, we have talked about getting married as soon as we graduate high school. I know a lot of people would say we’re too young, but ever since the day I laid eyes on him, I knew he would be my husband.


  “Lea Wolf,” he says, and those butterflies begin to fly faster. I scoot up, place my hands on his chest, and rest my chin on top of them while searching his face. Austin has always appeared older than he is. His dark dirty blonde hair is shaggy, his jaw covered in an ever-present layer of scruff, and his lips that I love so much are full and soft, but as my gaze locks on his, I know his eyes will forever be my favorite thing about him. The crystal blue reminds me of the glaciers near my house, one of the most beautiful places on earth. “You’re going to be my wife, Lea. Are you ready for that?” He runs his finger down the center of my face and brings them to rest under my chin while his thumb sweeps across my lower lip.


  “So ready,” I say, watching anxiousness form on his handsome face. I know he thinks I’ll want more than the life of a fisherman’s wife, a small town life, but deep down I know this is all I will ever need. As long as I have Austin, I don’t need anything else.


  “Graduation, then Vegas,” he rumbles, pulling me up to rest completely on top of him.


  “Graduation, then Vegas,” I agree then smile as his hand on the back of my head pulls me closer until we’re sharing the same breath.


  “I need to get you home,” he breathes against my lips then rolls me to my back, looming over me before dropping his mouth down to mine.


  “I wish we could stay out here all night,” I sigh when his mouth leaves mine.


  “Me too, baby, but I promise you—when summer starts, we’ll sleep outside, under the stars, on the boat, in the middle of the ocean. Out there, you can see everything.”


  “I would like that,” I say, wrapping my arms tighter around him and giving him a squeeze. He pushes back and stands before holding out his hand for me to take, helping me out of the back of his truck, where we had made love under the dark, starry night.


  “I wonder what’s going on.” I question as we pull up in front of my parents’ house, where the sheriff’s car is parked.


  “Don’t know,” Austin mutters, sounding concerned as he shuts off his truck. Then quickly gets out, walks around the hood, and opens my door, lifting me out and setting me gently on my feet. As soon as we make it up the front steps and into the house, my confusion turns to worry as I see my mom sitting on the couch, rocking back and forth while sobbing hysterically.


  “What happened?” Sheriff Jefferson’s head turns my way, and my mom lifts her gaze to mine and begins shaking her hand frantically while tears stream down her cheeks.


  “Have a seat?” Sheriff Jefferson says in a tone that I have never heard from him before as he holds his hand out to me.


  “Mom?” I whisper. My stomach begins to knot, and I feel Austin’s arm slide around me, pulling me closer into his side.


  “I—” My mom starts then covers her face with her hands and sobs harder, the noises coming from her ripping into me, making it hard for me to even breath.


  “What’s going on?” Austin asks, pulling me around and tucking my face into his chest. Even though I know deep down what the sheriff is going to say, nothing can prepare me for hearing the words out loud. Every single one of them strangles me until I’m fighting to breathe.


  “Sorry, Lea, but your dad’s boat disappeared this afternoon after he called in a mayday. The coastguard found his boat, which caught fire; they also, found his skiff, which was empty. They are still searching the water for him, but with the temperature, it’s not looking good.”


  “There’s still a chance, right? He could still be alive?” I practically beg, while my body begins to shake.


  “There’s always a chance,” Austin says, holding me closer.


  But there wasn’t a chance. My dad’s body was never found. They believed the fire spread so quickly on his boat that he didn’t even have a chance to put his survival suit on before he tried to get into his skiff, ending up in the water and either drowning or freezing to death.


  
    Chapter 1

  


  Lea


  15 years later


  “Lea, you need to breathe,” I tell myself as I drive my car onto the ferry that will take me from Anchorage to Cordova. I’m not afraid of the ocean, but my knowledge of how dangerous it is has made me more fearful of the power it holds. Parking my car I get out and walk towards the edge of the boat and look down at the calm water as the boat pulls away from the dock. I never thought I would be going home again, not after so many years away, but when my mom called to tell me she had cancer and wanted to be in the home she and my father shared, I could only tell her of course. Even if that meant I’d be going back to a place I left behind, to people I left behind. The only thing I can hope for is never running into Austin, that somehow the town I grew up in had sprawled out and the population became similar to Manhattan, lessening the chances of me ever seeing him again.


  Fifteen years ago, I was crushed under the weight of the loss of my father. I realized then how easily life could change, how quickly someone you loved could be taken from you, and I knew then that I couldn’t stay in Alaska with Austin, not when there was a risk of something happening to him. I also knew after mentioning leaving to him that he never would; his family had been fishing in Alaska for generations.


  He grew up loving the sea, grew up knowing he would spend his life doing something he loved and that one day he would pass his love for fishing down to his children, the same way his father and his grandfather before him had done. I couldn’t ask him to choose me, so I left him behind. Even though in leaving him, I left a piece of myself. My only hope at the time was that the parts of me I was able to salvage would be enough to get me through the rest of my life.


  Leaning over the side of the ferry, I look down at the water then hold out my left hand. Five years ago, I got married. I thought Ken could heal me. I thought the parts of me that were left after losing my father and leaving Austin would finally be full. I knew my father would want me to be happy, and I knew from talks with my mom that Austin had moved on, so it was time for me to do the same, to stop believing he would come after me, that our love was more than just a teenage love story.


  I tried to give Ken all of me. I tried to make things work, but in the end, I failed and he found what he was looking for in someone else. I won’t say it didn’t hurt, but I wasn’t devastated by the loss of us. I was more upset that the idea of us had been ruined, but if I was honest, I brought it upon myself when I gave him our vows but didn’t follow through on my end.


  Slipping my wedding ring off my finger, I feel tears pool in my eyes as I drop the metal band into the ocean, watching it disappear before squeezing my eyes closed. There was no going back, and now wasn’t the time to feel sorry for myself. I needed to pull myself together enough to take care of my mother. My mother, who had flown out to Montana to see me every few months since I left home. My mother, who was never the same after the loss of my father. I’m not sure how I’m going to cope with her illness, or eventually the loss of her, but I know I will need to find a way, especially if I’m going to survive myself.


  “Lea?” My eyes open and I turn my head. “Lea Lamb?” I feel my eyebrows pull downward in confusion as I take in the woman in front of me.


  “Rhonda.” She points at herself and smiles. “We went to school together.”


  “Rhonda?” I repeat in shock. The once chubby girl who didn’t have many friends had become a stunning woman. With red hair that fit her fair skin, her face was round, but her cheekbones were pronounced, showing off her button nose and full lips. “How are you?” I ask, stepping back from the edge of the boat.


  “Good…great, really.” She smiles wider and places a hand on her stomach, which I realize is large and round, but the stylish coat she’s wearing minimizes it.


  “You look beautiful.”


  “You do too, but then you were always beautiful.” She smiles then waves at someone over my shoulder. When I turn my head, I see a handsome man wearing jeans, a hoodie, and a vest, walking towards us. His long hair is pushed back away from his chiseled face and his skin is tan. His sunglasses hide his eyes, but there is something familiar about him.


  “Ben, look who’s here,” Rhonda says, and it takes everything in me to not run away when Ben looks at me, pushes his sunglasses up to the top of his head, and frowns. Ben was Austin’s best friend in high school, and judging by the look in his eyes, he’s not happy to see me.


  “What are you doing here?” He snaps.


  “Ben,” Rhonda hisses, coming to hold onto my arm gently like she’s trying to offer me support which is strange.


  “No, you know the way she left Wolf,” he says, looking at Rhonda. Then he looks at me and snarls, “Why are you here?”


  I know I deserve this, but I won’t lie and say it doesn’t burn just a little that someone I had once considered a friend was looking at me like I was the scum of the earth. I was hurt, too. Yes, I left, but he never came after me; he never even asked my mom where I was, if I was okay…nothing.


  “You know why she’s here, Ben,” Rhonda says softly, moving to stand at his side, resting her hands on his chest. His eyes leave me and go to her. His face goes soft as he wraps his hand around the back of her neck, dropping his forehead to hers and speaking gently. I take two steps back then pull in a deep breath.


  “Stay away from him,” Ben says, standing upright and turning his head my way.


  “He won’t even know I’m in town,” I tell him, taking a step back then turning on my heels and heading to my car, where I sit for the rest of the ferry ride.


  [image: *]*


  “Mom,” I call as I walk into the house.


  The smell hits me, and it’s exactly the same as when I was little. It’s so familiar that I almost choke on it as it saturates my lungs.


  “Honey,” Mom whispers from the couch, where she is lying covered by one of the many blankets she knitted.


  “Are you okay?” I ask, going to her side, getting down on my knees.


  She still looks the same as the last time I saw her a month ago. Her hair is long and grey, her face tan from hours in the sun, planting flowers, and her eyes are a brown similar to mine. It’s hard to believe she is so sick, that she only has months to live. The doctors caught the cancer too late, and it has already spread from her uterus to her stomach. They said she could try chemo, but she refused, saying that if she was going to die, she would do it on her terms, and not while having poisons pumped into her body.


  I can’t say I agree with her. The idea of her leaving me behind kills me every time I think about it. I want her to fight, but it’s not my battle.


  “I’m fine; I just wanted to lie down for a bit. Now tell me, how was your trip?”


  “Mom, I spoke to you every few hours,” I remind her while helping her sit up.


  “I know, but this is a small town. You never know who you may run into.”


  She was right about that. “I saw Rhonda. You never mentioned her being pregnant,” I mutter, leaving out Austin’s best friend, thinking that maybe if I ignore anyone having anything to do with him, I can ignore the fact this is Cordova and chances are I will see him at some point.


  “Was Ben with her?” So much for that plan.


  “Yes, they seem…happy,” I whisper out the last word. Happiness seems like such a foreign concept to me. I don’t even remember the last time I was really happy.


  “What’s wrong?” my mom asks, touching the side of my face.


  “Just tired.”


  “Your room is all set up, why don’t you go take a nap? Then we will go to The Picnic Basket for dinner.”


  “That place is still here?” I ask in disbelief. The Picnic Basket is a small metal trailer that was turned into a restaurant that serves mainly hamburgers and fries, and it’s only open during the summer months. To the kids in Cordova, it’s like McDonald’s. Normally, I would have immediately agreed to eat there, because the burgers are amazing, but the idea of running into anyone else I used to know doesn’t sound appealing.


  “Of course it is. Go lie down and we will leave in a couple hours.”


  “Mom, I really don’t think I’m up to going out tonight,” I tell her, watching as she folds up the blanket that was covering her and lays it over the back of the couch.


  “You loved eating there before you left home,” she says, turning to face me looking disappointed.


  “Sorry, you’re right. It sounds great,” I say, putting a smile on my face that I can tell doesn’t reach my eyes. I don’t want my last memories with her to be tainted by my fears or my past; she deserves so much more.


  “Perfect, now go lie down.” She pushes me towards my old bedroom, which thankfully isn’t the way I left it years ago. The pictures that used to be on my walls are now gone, the walls painted a beige color that goes well with the dark blue bedspread and the painting of the ocean at night that is hung above the bed.


  The only thing in the room that remained the same is a picture of my dad and me. We had gone four-wheeling right after a rainstorm. The ground was muddy, and my dad had driven through every puddle on the trail. I was sitting in front of him, so I was covered in mud from head to toe, but we were both smiling. I remember that moment and thinking that my stomach hurt from laughing so much.


  How am I going to make it through this, Daddy? I think, running a finger over the top of the frame, then I go over to the bed and lie down, pulling the quilt from the footboard up over me and closing my eyes laying there awake until my mom comes in two hours later to get me up to go to dinner.


  “Can we stop by the liquor store on the way to dinner?” Mom asks from the passenger seat of my car.


  “Should you be drinking?” I frown then turn onto the main road—well, really the only road in town.


  “What’s it going to do, kill me?” she jokes, making me inhale a sharp breath. “Honey,” she says quietly, and I look at her briefly, wondering how the hell she can be so casual about this. “I’m dying. When it will happen, only the good Lord knows, but it is happening, and there is nothing you or I can do about it. I have made my peace with it, and I want you to do the same.” She reaches over to pat my thigh.


  “Make peace with it?” I repeat, shaking my head in disbelief.


  “Yes, make peace with it. If you think about it, I’m lucky. I know I’m going to die. I know that sooner rather than later God is going to come take me home, and when he does, I will be ready. I will have had a chance to say goodbye to the people I care about and right any wrongs I’ve caused. I’m lucky, honey.”


  “What about me?” I wring my hands on the steering wheel, feeling my chest get tight as I fight back tears.


  “I love you, honey. I loved you before you were even a sparkle in my eye, and I will always be with you. I know this isn’t easy for you. I know there are going to be a lot of tears shed, but we’re lucky, honey.”


  I press my lips together to keep from saying something I might regret. I’m not lucky; in fact, I’m unlucky to the tenth power. How many people have I lost, how many people do I have to loose before it’s enough.


  “Oh look! Sheryl!” She yells, pulling me from my thoughts as she reaches over, pressing the horn on my steering wheel while her other hand shoots across me so she can wave out my window. Looking to where she’s waving my heart begins to beat wildly against my ribcage when I see not Sheryl, but Austin walking into one of the many bars that litter Main Street, only it’s not just Austin—it’s him and a woman with her arm wrapped around the back of his waist as he holds the door open for her.


  Even from the distance separating us, my lungs compress at the beauty that is him. The years have been good to him. His hair is still shaggy, only now a little lighter; his face is tan and covered in a beard that makes his crystal blue eyes stand out even more. My eyes travel from his face to his torso, which is covered in a dark green thermal that shows off the muscles of his arms, chest, and tapered waist, then down to his denim-covered thighs. When my gaze sweeps back up, his eyes are on me, and I see them crinkle in confusion then realization that soon turns into anger.


  “You missed the liquor store,” my mom complains as I speed up.


  “We can stop on the way back through town,” I assure her, willing my heartbeat to calm down.


  “Or we can go to the bar on the way home.”


  I know I said I would do anything to make my mom happy until I have to let her go, but there is no way in hell I’m going to a bar, not in this town. “I promise I’ll get you alcohol before we go home,” I mutter, pulling up in front of the small, metal trailer with four large picnic tables out front, all painted a checkered red and white. As soon as I put the car in park, I get out and inhale a deep breath. This town is too small, and I was fooling myself thinking I wouldn’t see Austin while I was here. I’m sure the rumor mill has already started. That’s the thing about small towns: everyone knows everyone’s business, and me coming home after so many years is sure to be big news.


  “Are you okay, honey?”


  I look across the roof of my car at my mom and plaster a fake smile on my face, one I’m hoping I’ve somehow perfected over the last few hours and say, “Just hungry,” before slamming my door and walking around the hood of my car. I take her arm and lead her up to the window, where we order hamburgers then sit outside at one of the picnic tables to eat, and just like I remembered, it’s the best hamburger I’ve ever had. Too bad the whole time I’m eating all I can think about is the look I saw in Austin’s eyes.


  
    Chapter 2

  


  Lea


  “Morning, honey,” my mom greets me as I walk into the kitchen.


  “Morning.” I walk over to the kitchen table and take a seat then watch in a daze as she turns over bacon in a pan then places eggs on the griddle. “Are you expecting an army?” I ask, watching as she adds pancakes to a large platter that is already overflowing.


  “Rhonda called me this morning. Ben’s going out on an opener, and she doesn’t want to sit at home alone all day, so she’s coming for breakfast¸ and then we’re going to check out the new yarn and craft store that opened up in town.


  “How long have she and Ben been together?” I ask curiously. In high school, Ben was the typical guy. He was always dating someone new, and Rhonda was very sweet but shy, and kept to herself or the few friends she had. I don’t even remember them talking back then.


  “Going on about five years, I think. She went away to college, and when she came back to town, they just hit it off and were inseparable.”


  “I’m happy for them. She was always nice, and Ben was a good guy.”


  “Ben adores her, and yes, she is. She reminds me a lot of you, actually.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, she’s been very good to me when I’m home, always helping me with anything I need, or just coming over to visit.”


  “I’m sorry I wasn’t here,” I whisper, feeling guilty.


  “You have nothing to be sorry for. You know I’ve loved going out to Montana to visit you. It’s nice to get away for a few months every now and then; plus, you had your own life to live. It’s not as if I never saw you.”


  “I know. It’s just…I wish I hadn’t been so far away or that I could have gotten here sooner than I did.”


  “Ken’s a dick.”


  “Mom,” I sigh.


  “No,” she points the spatula at me, “he’s a self-centered asshole who thinks the world revolves around him. What happened between the two of you is not your fault. And the way he acted when he found out you were coming here to stay was deplorable.”


  She was right about that. When I told him I had to leave to take care of my mom, he told me I needed to stay until we separated all of our assets. I hated him for that; it was already hard enough being in the same town as him and his girlfriend, but him making it hard for me to leave when my mom needed me showed me a side of him I didn’t even know existed. “There’s a lot you don’t know.” I try but don’t even know why I bother she’s right about him, but I have always felt like I could have tried harder or been a better wife which I know is stupid.


  “I know more than enough,” she states, and before I can reply, there’s a knock on the back door, and Rhonda pokes her head inside through the crack.


  “Hey.” She smiles when she sees me sitting at the table.


  “Hi.” I smile back, feeling awkward. It’s not her that makes me uncomfortable; it’s what happened with Ben on the ferry that I can’t get out of my head. I hate feeling judged by anyone, and I know Ben has probably talked to her about everything that went on fifteen years ago.


  “Take a seat before you topple over,” my mom says in greeting, making Rhonda laugh as she goes to the fridge, opening it up.


  “Sorry about Ben,” she says softly, and I pull my eyes from my mom who is pulling out a bottle of syrup to look at her. “He shouldn’t have talked to you like that.”


  “It’s okay,” I reply just as softly, not wanting my mom to know what happened, I don’t want her to worry about me right now.


  “What are you two whispering about?” Mom cuts in, setting a plate in front of each of us.


  “I was telling Rhonda that I hope she is hungry, since you seem to have cooked for twelve instead of three,” I lie, and Rhonda laughs again placing her hand on her stomach.


  “I’m eating for two, and since this little guy seems to be taking after his father, you could even say I’m eating for three.”


  “How far along are you?” I ask as my hand itches to reach out and touch her stomach.


  “Just about seven months.”


  “Holy cow,” I breathe. Her stomach is already huge, so I can only imagine how she will look when she’s full term.


  “I know.” She nods. “I keep telling Ben that he’s having the next one. I had no idea that I was going to blow up like a whale.” She smiles.


  “You look beautiful, pregnancy looks good on you.” I tell her softly.


  “I can’t wait till he gets here so I can hold him,” my mom says, and pain slices through me. I have always wanted children, and if by some chance I find a man to have a family with one day, I won’t be able to share any of that with her. She will never hold her grandchildren; she won’t even be there to lean on when I have questions or concerns about being a mom.


  “Sorry, I’ll be right back,” I excuse myself from the table and go to the bathroom. The second I’m behind the closed door, I burst into silent tears. I have no idea how I’m going to make it through this time. She thinks we’re lucky to know she’s dying, but I feel like it’s so much worse this way. Now all I can think about is everything she will be missing out on, everything I will be missing out on without her. If she just were to have passed away suddenly, I would be forced to accept what happened and try to move on. With this situation, I feel stuck. There is no moving on, because I’m waiting for the inevitable to happen.


  All my mom wants is for me to be happy, and I wish more than anything that I could say I am, that I don’t feel like I am dying inside, like I’m not constantly fighting just to take a breath.


  “Honey, breakfast is getting cold,” she calls through the bathroom door.


  “Coming,” I call back then turn on the faucet to splash some cold water on my face, dry off with a towel, and then go back into the kitchen, where Rhonda and Mom are huddled together talking quietly.


  “So, your mom was telling me you’re an accountant,” Rhonda says as I take a seat, placing a pancake on my plate.


  “I am. It’s boring to most people, but I have always loved numbers, so I enjoy it. What about you? What do you do?”


  “I’m a registered nurse. Here in town, I do private care. I actually have my own company, and have three girls who work for me.”


  “That’s amazing. What kind of care do you do?” I ask.


  “We help some of the elderly in town who can’t make it to their doctors, and we also do hospice care if it’s needed,” she says, and I can’t help but turn my head from her to look at my mom, knowing there may come a time when she’ll need to be placed in hospice. I’m actually relieved to learn there is someone in town who could take care of her, that she won’t need to be moved from the house, and that I won’t be on my own when the time comes. But I’m a little surprised that my mom never mentioned Rhonda before yesterday considering her job and how close they seemed.


  “I’ve been looking for a new accountant since Larry retired a couple months ago,” she says, bringing me out of my thoughts.


  “I can help you out until you find someone.” It would be good to work while I’m here, and luckily, accounting is something you can do from anywhere; you don’t need much more than a computer.


  “That would be perfect, and if you decide to say in town, I know a lot of people who are looking for help.”


  That is one thing about living on a small island in Alaska: there is normally only one person for each job, and if that person decides to leave, you’re screwed, unless another person with the same profession moves into town.


  “Just think, you could open your own office in town. I’m sure Larry would sell you his space if you asked,” my mom says, sounding excited at the idea, so I smile, even though on the inside I begin to feel sick. After my mom is gone, I have no idea what I’m going to do or where I will go. The house Ken and I owned in Montana is set to close in a few weeks, and I sold all of my stuff in a huge yard sale before I packed up my clothes in my car and drove to Seattle to get on a ferry to Anchorage.


  “I’ll think about it,” I tell her, watching as she gives Rhonda’s hand a squeeze.
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  “My baby shower is next weekend, and I would love it if you were to come with your mom,” Rhonda says as we walk into the yarn and craft store.


  “I would love to go.” I lie not wanting to hurt her feelings.


  “Hey, Rhonda.” I turn my head, coming face-to-face with a beautiful, willowy blonde, and it registers she’s the woman I saw wrapped around Austin as he held the door open for her at the bar. I can see what Austin would find appealing about her. She’s almost as tall as he is, where I’m at least a foot shorter. Her body is shaped to perfection, where mine is full of curves from eating a little too much chocolate.


  “Hi, Anna,” Rhonda says, but I can hear a slight annoyance in her tone, and I wonder what that’s about.


  “You must be Lea,” the woman named Anna says, and her eyes sweep over me from head to toe, making me thankful I took a little extra time in getting ready and didn’t just put on the first pair of jeans I found. I had on a pair of black corduroy pants that flared at the ankle, a cream scoop-neck sweater, cream boots that were casual but still sexy, and my puffy black vest that was just perfect for the Alaskan spring weather.


  “I didn’t know you were in town,” Rhonda says, and Anna’s gaze moves to her.


  “Austin asked me to come for a few days.” She shrugs casually.


  “Anna’s a flight attendant. She lives in Anchorage,” Rhonda informs me, and I look from Anna to her then back again and smile, because there is nothing else for me to do. I have no right to feel jealous that this woman is spending time with Austin. He hasn’t been mine for a very long time. Not that it does anything to stop the feeling from creeping up on me.


  “It must be nice to travel all the time,” I say then look around to see where my mom disappeared to praying that she will come save me.


  “It is, but I’m thinking about moving here and making this my home base. You know, the things we do for love,” she says, and my heart sinks a little at the thought of her and Austin in love, moving in together, and eventually starting a family. “Well, I better go. Austin’s waiting for me. See you around.”


  “Bye,” I murmur, watching her walk away.


  “God, I hate her,” Rhonda says, pulling my attention to her. “Just so you know, she and Austin are not as serious as she makes them out to be. They see each other when she’s in town, and from what Ben told me, Austin doesn’t even want to see her even then, half the time.” I have no response. I have no idea what to do with the feelings that are swirling around inside of me at the moment.


  “Let’s find your mom.”


  “Yeah,” I agree then follow her down one of the aisles, where my mom is standing, looking at stickers for scrapbooking. “Did you find anything you like?” I ask, coming to her side.


  “I’m not sure I have the patience to do a scrapbook, but they have so many cute things that it almost makes me want to.”


  “I’ll help you. We can make one together,” I suggest.


  “Maybe we can do one with all the pictures I have of you and your dad,” she says quietly, picking up a packet of stickers of boats and waves.


  “I would like that.” Although my dad has been gone for years, I feel like the wounds from his loss are still wide open. When he first passed away, we didn’t really talk about him much. I don’t think either of us really got any closure.


  “It would be good for us,” she says, pulling her eyes from the items in her hands to look at me. “I think it’s time we let him go. Maybe we can see if Ben will take us out on his boat, and we can go to the place he was lost, to say goodbye?”


  “I would like that,” I tell her watching as tears fill her eyes, she nods once whispering.


  “It’s long overdue,”


  Wrapping my arm around her shoulder and leaning my head against hers I nod. She was right; it was well past time we said our goodbyes to him. Over the next hour we picked out scrapbooking stickers. It felt good to laugh and talk about the good times we shared before he passed.


  “I’m starving,” Rhonda says as we put our bags into the back of my mom’s SUV.


  “How about we stop for tacos?” Mom suggests as I climb behind the wheel, and she and Rhonda buckle in.


  “Yes,” Rhonda groans, making me laugh. She wasn’t lying about eating for three. Since we left the house this morning, I have seen her eat three cereal bars that she had tucked away inside her bag.


  “Is that okay with you, honey?”


  “Sounds good.” I say putting the car in drive. Today’s been one of the best days I’ve had in a long time. Mom has always been like my best friend, so spending time with her is always nice, and Rhonda is funny and easy to be around. I’d forgotten what it was like to have girlfriends to talk to. My friends from back home had been Ken’s friends as well. After I found out about his affair, I found out most of them knew about his relationship with Courtney. No one wanted to be the one to tell me what was going on so I was left to find out on my own while my friends went on like they didn’t know my husband was a cheating asshole.


  “Baja Tacos is down near the pier,” Mom directs from the backseat as I pull out of the parking lot. When I reach the area near the pier, I comprehend how much the town I had grown up in has changed. Long gone are the small shops, and in their place are large buildings, most of them new.


  “Make the next left,” Rhonda says, and I do, turning onto a small dirt road that travels back behind a few of the larger buildings and ends in front of a red shack that sits on stilts, with a large front deck covered in a white roof.


  “How long has this place been here?” I ask, shutting off the engine.


  “The owners opened it a few years ago. They actually appeared on Food Network for the ‘Best of Alaska’ a while back,” Rhonda replies, getting out and slamming the door.


  “That’s so awesome.” I smile into the rearview mirror at my mom before hopping out.


  “Austin.” Rhonda yells as I shut the door.


  Turning my head, I see Rhonda walking toward the stairs of the restaurant, where Austin and Anna are stepping down into the dirt parking lot. The moment Rhonda stands in front of him, a smile comes over his face that takes my breath away. He leans forward, placing a kiss on her cheek, saying something to her. When she points her thumb over her shoulder, his body goes tight, his head lifts, and our gazes connect, causing a pain to slither through me.


  When Austin was mine, I knew every single expression that would cross his face. Most of the time, he would look at me with tenderness, but there were times I would see frustration. What I never saw was anger, and that was the look he was giving me now. That was the look that was slicing me open.


  “You ready to go inside?” Mom asks, and I pull my eyes from Austin’s as she takes my hand.


  “Yep.” I smile down at her, giving her hand a light squeeze, taking some strength from our connection, a reminder of why I’m really here. When I look toward the restaurant, Austin and Anna are walking off in the opposite direction and Rhonda is waiting for us. My excitement about sitting down to a nice meal is gone, replaced with unease. I don’t even know if I taste the salmon tacos I ordered, and I try to smile when appropriate, but for the most part, I sit with a weight in my stomach while looking out at the beautiful view of the harbor, watching as boats come and go.


  “I’ll get it,” I say, getting up off the couch when there’s a knock at the door.


  “Will you bring me some of those cookies you baked when you come back?” my mom asks from her recliner, where she sat so we could watch a movie.


  “Sure.” I smile, running my hand over her hair.


  “Hey,” the deep timber of Austin’s voice greets me as I pull the door open to see him standing on the front porch. My heart starts to beat at a faster tempo as I realize he’s in front of me, so close I can smell his warm, masculine sent mixed with the smell of the ocean…so close I could reach out and touch him, if I was brave enough to do so. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” He shoves his hands into his pockets and takes a step back.


  Swallowing hard, my eyes scan over him. “Um.” I look over my shoulder, seeing that my mom is still sitting in her chair. “Sure.” I pull my sweater tighter around me as I step out onto the front porch, letting the screen door close behind me. The moment I’m in front of him, I tilt my head back to catch his eyes. He was always much bigger than me, but now his presence seems to tower over me, making me feel small and insignificant. “What’s going on?” I ask, going for casual hoping that he doesn’t notice the way my voice shakes.


  “I wanted to come clear the air.”


  “Okay,” I reply, wrapping my arms tighter around myself, when all I want to do is touch him in some way to see if he’s real.


  “This is a small town, and there is no way we’re not going to end up running into each other from time to time.”


  “I know.”


  “I know why you’re here, and I know your mom needs you right now, so I don’t want you to feel awkward when we do see each other.”


  “Thank you.” I breathe in relief and his eyes drop from mine to my mouth and annoyance fills his features.


  “I hate you, Lea,” he says, causing that small glimmer of hope I was feeling to fizzle out and turn my insides dark.


  “I’m sorry,” I choke out.


  “You fucking killed me when you left, and I will never forgive you for the things you told your mother to tell me after you were gone.” His words barely register over the anguish twisting my gut and the loud slosh of blood pumping through my veins. “Stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours.” I nod, because my lungs have closed up on me. “Later,” he says, then disappears into the darkness, leaving me alone as my lungs collapse.


  “Who was at the door?” Mom asks as I hand her the plate of cookies she asked for.


  “No one important,” I tell her, taking my seat on the couch, pulling my knees up against my chest, and wrapping my arms around them while I stare at the television, not really seeing it wishing I could just disappear.


  
    Chapter 3

  


  Austin


  “Josie,” I greet Lea’s mom as she steps from the dock onto my boat. I can’t say that we’ve ever been close; I sure as hell can’t say she’s ever come to see me. Hell, when I was searching for her daughter, I thought at one point she was going to place a restraining order against me.


  “Austin,” she says then walks to the wheelhouse, opens the door, and gestures toward it.


  Growling, “Fuck,” I follow her inside, letting the door slam behind me. This is not what I fucking wanted to deal with today, not after tossing and turning all night, haunted by the look in Lea’s eyes after I told her I hate her.


  “We need to talk,” she states as I cross my arms over my chest and lean back against the control panel.


  “Gathered that much, Josie,” I tell her, trying to keep the bite out of my tone, but failing. I thought I was over this shit, but now, after seeing Lea, I realize I’m far from over it; I just tucked it away, and now it’s all bubbling to the surface. Lea is even more beautiful now than she was when we were teens. Her face was still soft and round, her skin still creamy in complexion but her lips seemed fuller. Her body filled out giving her curves in all the right places, curves that any man would beg to study with his hands and mouth. Her brown hair was the kind that you could picture spread out on your pillow or wrapped around your fist., and her eyes, though sad, still held that sparkle of wisdom that called to me. Everything about her spoke to me, but there was no fucking way I would ever go there again no matter how badly my dick disagreed.


  “Are you even going to ask what we need to talk about?” Josie asks.


  “No, I know what you want to talk to me about, and like I told Lea last night, I know why she’s here, and I’ll stay out of her way, but she needs to stay out of mine.” I feel like an asshole, but this is how it has to be. There’s no other choice.


  “That’s very diplomatic of you,” she says sarcastically, making me grit my teeth.


  “The floor is yours Josie.” I sweep my hand out.


  “You’re so damn stubborn. You know, you remind me a lot of my Jacob—so ornery, always thinking you know everything,” she says, referring to her late husband, a man I respected and cared deeply for. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, some worse than others, but seeing how God is giving me time to right my wrongs, I’m planning on taking advantage of it and doing just that,” she says, taking a seat in my captain’s chair then looking out the window, into the harbor.


  “When I lost Jacob, I may as well have been buried at sea with him. I was drowning in grief and couldn’t find my way to the surface. I have a lot of regrets from that time.” She shakes her head then lowers her voice to almost a whisper, but still doesn’t look at me. “When Lea told me she was thinking of leaving home, I knew it was the right decision for her. I knew I didn’t want her to stay here in this town with you, and risk her suffering the same fate I did. I wouldn’t wish the pain I suffered on my worst enemy, and I definitely wouldn’t wish it on my daughter.”


  She sighs, returning her gaze to me. “I knew you loved each other, but I thought your lives would move forward with time and that each of you would move on, but you didn’t. Neither of you were able to settle, and my sweet, beautiful girl married a man who didn’t really love her, because she was searching for something to fill the void of leaving you,” she says, causing a sinking feeling to fill my chest.


  “I lied to you both, told each of you the other had moved on. I believed at the time I was doing the right thing—”


  “Get out,” I cut her off before she can say anything else.


  “Austin.” She says softly as tears fill her eyes.


  “No.” I lean forward.


  “Get.


  Out.


  Now.”


  I open the door and step out onto the deck, pulling in a lungful of air as rage burns through me.


  “I’m not telling you this so you guys get back together,” Josie says, coming to stand in front of me. “I’m telling you this, because my baby doesn’t have many people to lean on, and when I’m gone, she’s going to need good people around who truly care about her, and as much as you may not want to admit it, you still do.” With that parting blow she turns away, and I watch her step off the boat onto the dock then disappear.


  “Are you okay, baby?” Anna asks, walking upstairs from the lower deck, where she had been taking a nap. When she told me she was coming into town for the weekend, I figured this visit would be like all the others, but then she started talking about moving here after the summer, and I knew then that along the way, I somehow fucked up, making her believe this is more than it is. I haven’t even touched her since I laid eyes on Lea again.


  “I gotta head out.” I move to the wheelhouse, grabbing my keys, slipping them in my front pocket before pulling my hoodie on over my head.


  “I’m leaving in an hour,” she reminds me while her eyes track my movements.


  “Text me when you get home.” I move past her and stop when her fingers dig into my arm.


  “I heard what her mom said, and I’ve heard people in town talking since she came back. She left you, and you’re going after her?”


  I watch as she attempts to force tears to come to the surface, but none fill her eyes. Anna doesn’t care about me any more than I care about her, and this moment proves just that. “Anna—”


  “No, don’t Anna me. I thought that we had something, that we were building something.”


  I don’t want to do this, but I can’t lie, either. I have loved really loved three women in my life: my sister, my mom, and Lea. Since the moment Lea left me, I have been forcing myself to move forward, never really gathering the momentum to do so. How Lea got married to someone else, I don’t fucking know. No one could replace her for me, even if all I was holding onto was a memory.


  “You knew what this was Anna,” I sigh, pulling from her grasp.


  “You’re such an asshole, Austin!” she screams.


  “I know,” I agree, walking to the edge of the boat and stepping onto the dock. I wasn’t going after Lea, not the way Anna believed. I would do as her mom asked. I would try to be her friend, and when the time came for her to leave, I would let her go this time, and get the closure I need to move on with my life.


  “What’s up, Wolf?” Ben answers on the second ring.


  “Meet me at the bar.”


  “Is everything okay?” He asks and I hear shuffling coming from his end.


  No…fuck, no. “I need a beer.”


  “On my way.”


  The line goes dead and I tuck my phone into the back pocket of my jeans then walk the three blocks to the bar, trying to get my head straight on the way.


  As soon as I enter, I scan the bar and see Ben sitting alone at one of the high-top tables.


  “You want the usual?” Maggie asks from behind the bar as I pass her.


  “Yeah.” I pull out a five and slide it to her as she passes me a bottle of Alaskan Amber. As soon as I take a seat across from Ben, I put the bottle to my mouth and tip it back.


  “What’s going on?” He questions wearily.


  “Josie just came to visit me.”


  “Who’s Josie?” he asks, then his eyes close in realization. “Shit, what the fuck did she want?”


  “She came to tell me that she lied to me and Lea.”


  “What do you mean, ‘lied to you and Lea’?” His voice has an angry tinge to it.


  “She kept us separated, because she didn’t want Lea to suffer the same fate as her. She didn’t want Lea to loose me the way she lost Jacob.”


  “Are you shitting me?” He slams down his beer bottle, making the table shake.


  “You know I searched for Lea. I begged her mom to tell me where she was, and she always had the same story Lea had moved on, and I needed to do the same. Only, Lea didn’t move on; she was hurt and alone, thinking I was living my days happy without her.”


  “Christ.”


  “Yesterday, I told Lea I hated her.”


  “You did what?” His eyes get big and I rub my forehead once again, bombarded by the memory of the way she looked when I told her.


  “I was pissed! Seeing her brought everything to the surface.” I scrub my hands down my face.


  “Rhonda hung out with Lea and Josie yesterday.”


  “I know. I saw them together while I was with Anna.”


  He nods, tips back his beer, and then puts his elbows on the table, taking a deep breath.


  “She told me Lea seems depressed, that even though she smiled, she could tell it was forced.”


  “She just found out her mom only has months to live,” I remind him.


  “Yeah, she also has no one here besides her mom.”


  “Jesus.” I know he’s right, but there is still so much pent-up anger inside me when it comes to her.


  “Ro told me to tell you to be nice to her.”


  “She did, huh?” I laugh. Rhonda has Ben wrapped around her finger and is the one person my best friend is afraid of.


  “She also invited her to the baby shower.”


  “Good.”


  “Wait…what?” he asks.


  “Lea’s a good person. She was always sweet, and she needs a friend right now. Rhonda’s a good one for her to have.”


  “What about you?”


  “What about me?” I ask, confused.


  “Are you going to be her friend?”


  “I need to let the past go. I need to let Lea go and finally move on with my life.”


  “That didn’t answer my question.”


  “I’m going to try to be her friend, and hopefully, when she leaves town, I can finally get the fuck on with my life,” I say, while deep down I know it’s not going to be that easy. Nothing ever is.


  “What about you and Anna?”


  “You know it’s been coming to an end for a while.”


  “Interesting,” he mutters, and I raise a brow, indicating for him to continue. “Nothing, Wolf.” He shakes his head, smirking. I know what he’s thinking, only he’s wrong. Lea and I aren’t kids anymore, and the only thing I have to offer her is friendship.
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  Lea


  I look around Ben and Rhonda’s backyard and force a smile at yet another person as they walk past me into the house. Since showing up here an hour ago, I’ve received a lot of looks—most of them pity. I’ve also received a lot of smiles—most of them just as fake as the ones I was giving.


  Growing up in this town held its benefits. The community was close-knit, everyone knew everyone, and if there ever came a time you needed something, there was always someone around to help you out. The thing that made this town special was the thing that was working against me now: everyone knew Austin. He was well liked, and so was his family. I knew people spoke about me leaving, that they probably knew about Austin and my history, and more than likely, they hated me just as much as he did.


  “I’m sorry about your mom.” I turn my head and look up at Ben, who is holding a beer in his hand. “And I’m sorry about the way I spoke to you.”


  “Thank you, and it’s okay,” I tell him, but my insides get tight.


  “How are you holding up?” He asks folding his large body into the chair next to mine.


  I give him a shaky smile and shrug; I’m not sure how to answer that. Right now, I’m doing okay. Later tonight, when I crawl into bed and my brain has a chance to take over, that will be a different story. “Okay, I guess.”


  “You don’t seem okay to me.”


  “I’m working on it.” I say truthfully. I am working on being okay. I want to give my mom what she wants. I want her to see me happy; she deserves that much.


  “Why aren’t you inside?” he questions putting his beer to his mouth and tilting it back.


  Because Austin’s inside, I think.


  I knew that Austin—being Ben’s best friend—would be here today, but just like every other time I’ve seen him, nothing could prepare me for actually being in his presence. I expected him to glare at me when our eyes connected as I walked into the house, carrying Rhonda’s gift, but instead, he surprised me by taking the large package from my arms and giving me a smile. That’s when I figured out what he was doing. He was being nice, because people were around, but that didn’t mean his smile didn’t do something to my insides, causing them to light up.


  “I like the fresh air,” I say then smile a real smile when a little girl runs by, followed by a boy with something in his hand that has her screaming loudly to stay away from her. “Why are you out here?” I ask, looking at him.


  “I wanted to come check on you.” He must read the disbelief on my face, because he sits back in his chair and runs a hand over the top of his head, and then his mouth moves to say something, when he’s cut off.


  “Want another beer?” I pull my eyes from Ben to look at Austin, who’s standing in the doorway of the back deck, with his hands on either side of the frame, causing his shirt to pull tight across his broad chest.


  “Nah, man. I’m good,” Ben says, and then Austin’s gaze comes to me, so I sit up a little taller, just in case he delivers another blow like the one the other night.


  “You want some more wine?” he asks, dipping his head towards the table, where my wine glass sits empty.


  “Um…” I blink, because he’s talking to me and there is no anger, no emotion in his eyes.


  “Babe,” he calls, and I blink again.


  “No.” I clear my throat. “Thank you, but I have to drive mom home later.”


  “I can give you a ride,” he offers and I feel my jaw drop open.


  “Pardon?” I finally get out when I find my voice.


  “If you want to have another glass, I can give you a ride.”


  “No, but thank you.” I smile and his eyes drop to my mouth, and that’s when I see anger, only I’m confused by what caused it.


  “Rhonda wants to open gifts. You two should come in.” He pushes off the doorjamb then turns, disappearing from sight, leaving me confused by what just happened.


  “This should be interesting,” Ben mutters from my side, and I swing my eyes from the door to him.


  “What should be interesting?” I ask as a sinking feeling settles in my gut.


  “Stick around long enough and I’m sure you’ll find out.” He tilts back his beer, finishing it off, then stands, and without giving me a choice, he pulls me up from the chair I was sitting on and drags me inside to sit on the couch with Austin, where I attempt to watch Rhonda open her gifts. I fail miserably, because Austin is close enough that his scent seeps into my pores and his warmth radiates into my side.


  “Your cheeks look a little flushed,” my mom says, tilting her head to look at me as she hands me a piece of cake, then takes a seat next to me.


  “It’s hot in here,” I explain, ignoring Austin, who’s still sitting next to me, but now he’s closer because I had to make room for my mom to sit.


  “Are you feeling okay?” Austin asks, and I turn my head to look at him, then my lips part as his hand comes up to press against my forehead, causing tingles to shoot through me.


  “I’m fine,” I assure him, leaning away from his touch.


  “You’re burning up.” He frowns, causing a crease to form between his brows that my fingers itch to smooth out.


  “I’m not.” I place a hand on my cheek, feeling heat warm my palm. “Okay, maybe I’m a little warm.”


  “You need to leave,” He growls, and tears sting my nose at his harsh tone. I didn’t know I was sick when I came here today, and I sure as hell didn’t come here sick on purpose.


  “Come on.” He takes my hand and pulls me up from the couch. I want to kick him in the shin, but I don’t, because there are people watching us. So I allow him to tug me towards the front of the house, jerking from his hold when we reach the front door. “Josie, you can stay if you like, but Lea needs to leave.” Austin tells my mom as she walks out of the kitchen,


  Oh, my God, he is such a fricking asshole! I’m sick, but it’s not like I have Ebola! I swear, if there weren’t people around, I would lay him out.


  “Do you want me to come with you, honey?”


  My mom’s softly spoken question cuts through some of the anger in me, and I shake my head before saying, “No, stay. I know you’ve been looking forward to this.”


  “Are you sure?” She asks searching my face like I’m lying, which is almost comical because she is the one with months to live and yet here she is worried about me when all I probably have is a cold.


  “Will you be okay here?” I ask ignoring her question.


  “I’ll be fine don’t worry about me just get some sleep, I’ll get a ride home with Margret.”


  “You’re sure.”


  “Get my baby home safe.” She glares at Austin making me cringe.


  “See you later.” I lean in then stop myself from kissing her cheek. Her immune system is weak already, and catching whatever I have would do her no good.


  “See you in a bit.”


  I pull my keys out of my pocket and elbow Austin in the ribs hard, causing him to inhale sharply. “Oh, sorry,” I say like I didn’t do it on purpose, but his eyes narrow, telling me he isn’t buying it. Whatever. I move past him to the front door, swing it open, and then step outside and down the three steps onto the driveway.


  “My truck’s over here,” Austin says, grabbing my hand and startling me.


  “I’m driving myself.” I frown, wondering what he’s up to. He’s been nice—well, except for making me leave the party. Then again, the more time that passes, the worse I feel. I probably would have realized I was sick if I hadn’t been so caught up in being next to Austin again.


  “I’m not letting you drive, babe.” He shakes his head.


  “Stop calling me babe.” I clench my fist. He didn’t call me that before, and I’m not sure how I feel about him calling me that now. It feels impersonal, yet every time the word leaves his mouth, my body reacts involuntary.


  A smirk lifts the corner of his lips and his hand shoots out, wrapping around my wrist, stopping me from going to my car. “Little Lamb, please stop being difficult and let me take you home.”


  My chest burns. The nickname he’d given me when we were dating was something I had forgotten about. I was his Little Lamb, and he was the Big Bad Wolf. People would joke about our last names often, but he would tell me it was fate. I tug free from his hold then jerk my head slightly, indicating I would follow him. I want to get this over with; I need to be away from him and alone.


  Once we get to his truck, he opens the passenger side door, and waits until I’m inside and buckled to shut it and jog around the front. The air inside smells like him, making me want to either roll down the window, or hold my breath, trapping his scent inside my lungs.


  “I’m gonna stop and get you some medication,” he says as the truck roars to life. I turn my head to look at him, wondering where the guy went who stood on the front porch mere days ago telling me he hated me. That Austin, I could handle; this guy here, being nice to me, is not something I’m ready for.


  “I just need to take some Tylenol and sleep.” I put my head to the cool glass of the window and close my eyes, waking up when I feel the truck come to a stop. When I open my eyes I notice that were not at my house but at the store.


  “I’ll be back.”


  I lift my head and watch him run into the local grocery store, coming back out fifteen minutes later carrying two large bags.


  “What did you buy?”


  “Soup, orange juice, cold and flu medication, and I rented you a couple movies—Horrible Bosses and Dumb and Dumber 2. I figured you still like comedies.” Tears begin to fill my eyes, and I dig my nails into my palms to fight them back. Ken never took care of me when I was sick, and one thing I know for certain is had my life been different and I had stayed with Austin, he would have insisted.


  “That wasn’t necessary.” I clear my throat when the words come out on a croak.


  “It’s not a big deal.” He shrugs, putting the bags on the bench seat between us. As soon as we pull up in front of my mom’s house, I get out of the truck then find the keys in my pocket, opening the door to the house.


  “Why don’t you go get your pajamas on and I’ll make you some soup.” He asks softly making that pain I was feeling earlier come back tenfold. I couldn’t do this with him. I couldn’t have a front row seat to what life would have been like if I stayed at home.


  “No, thanks. I’m just going to get into bed.” I say wanting him to just leave already.


  “I think you should eat something. You didn’t eat at the party.”


  “No, thanks,” I repeat.


  “Go get on your pajamas, then come sit down and eat some food.”


  “You can’t tell me what to do.” I mutter watching his jaw start to tick. How someone pissed off can be hot I have no Idea but he seriously looks good angry.


  “Stop being a pain in the ass, Lea, and just do what you’re told. You’re sick, and you need to eat something so you can take some medication,” he growls.


  “Fine.” I toss my arms up in the air and stomp down the hall like a teenager, into my room, and slam the door, then pull stuff out of my suitcase onto the floor until I find a pair of sleep shorts and one of my old work out t-shirts that’s three sizes too big. When I get back into the kitchen, Austin has a bowl of soup sitting on the table, along with some crackers and a glass of orange juice.


  I’m never going to admit I like being looked after by him, but when I sit down and he comes over to sit with me, handing me a couple pills, a small glimmer of hope alights deep inside of me. Not hope that Austin and I will get back together, but hope that I can right the wrong I had done to him and he will somehow accept my friendship and my apology when I think the time is right to give it. “Thank you for bringing me home and making me food.”


  His feet stretch out in front of him and his arms crossed over his chest, he grunts but doesn’t say anything. We sit there until my bowl is empty, then my eyes start to feel heavy.


  “The medication was for PM. I can see it in your eyes that you haven’t been sleeping much, so I figured it wouldn’t hurt if you took it now.”


  “Since Ken, and now Mom, my brain hasn’t really had a time to shut down,” I say without thinking then want to take the words back as anger once again appears in his eyes. When he’s pissed at me, I don’t have to worry about the way my heart feels when we’re in the same room. At least that’s a plus.


  “Go to bed. I’m gonna head home.”


  “Sure,” I nod, he doesn’t say anything else, just leaves through the door, letting it softly click closed behind him. I look around my mom’s house and take in the silence, wondering how I’m going to do it when she’s gone and this becomes my norm.


  
    Chapter 4

  


  Lea


  “Are you ready to go?”


  “Yep.” I smile at my mom then grab the bunch of red balloons that were floating in the kitchen before following her out of the house to her SUV, where I shove them all into the backseat.


  “How many people are coming?” I question as I drive down to the dock, where there are cars jammed into the parking lot.


  “I’m not sure. I know a lot of people wanted to join us when they found out what we were doing.” She mutters absently looking around while my heart fills with warmth at her words. I knew a lot of people loved my dad but seeing how many showed up to say goodbye with us is almost overwhelming.


  “We should have done this a long time ago,” I say quietly, reaching over to squeeze her hand.


  “I should have been stronger,” she says, and I hear tears in her voice as she gives me a squeeze back.


  “You did the best you could, Mom.”


  “When I go, honey, I don’t want you to hold onto that pain. I want you to breathe through it and move on with your life don’t do what I did.”


  “I’m not sure it’s going to be that easy.”


  “You need to make it that easy honey,” she says, opening her door and getting out before I have a chance to say anything else. Taking a deep breath, I pull the balloons from the backseat then follow her.


  “Holy crap,” I whisper, taking in the scene before me. Five boats are docked side-by-side, each of them with at least twenty people onboard. I make my way down to Ben’s boat, and my heart begins to hammer in my chest when I see Austin. His hand is out, helping my mom aboard.


  “Give me your hand baby.” Austin calls and I hadn’t even realized I was standing froze in place near the edge of the boat.


  “I.” His hand shoots out wrapping around my wrist before I can back away then he puts one foot on the dock and lifts me over the ledge of the boat. When my feet touch the floor his face dips towards mine.


  “Are you okay?”


  I lift my eyes to him and feel my lip tremble at the concerned look in his gaze.


  “I’m okay.”


  “You’re lying.”


  “I know,” I agree, trying to pull free from his embrace.


  “I want you to come over tonight.” He says and all worries about being on the boat are forgotten.


  “Why?” I lower my voice. “We’re not friends, Austin. You told me that straight up, so there is no reason for us to spend time together.”


  “I lied; I don’t hate you. I wanted to hate you—my life would have been easier if I could have—but I don’t. I never have. I want to be your friend, Lea. I think you could use a friend right now.” Maybe in another lifetime I could have been his friend, but there’s too much history between us now.


  I watch pain flash in his eyes as he whispers, “She hasn’t told you.”


  “Pardon?”


  “Honey, we’re pulling off. Do you want to come inside with me?” my mom breaks in.


  Austin’s eyes go to her and he looks like he wants to say something, but thinks better of it before telling me, “Go on inside. You shouldn’t be out in the cold.”


  I want to ask him what he meant when he said she hasn’t told me, but the boat starts up and he turns his back on me, leaning over the side and pulling off the rope that keeps us tethered to the dock. I follow my mom into the wheelhouse, where Rhonda and Ben are, but I don’t take my eyes off Austin as he stands on the deck, looking out at the water, a million emotions playing across his face.


  “What was Austin saying?” Rhonda asks, and I look at her, seeing concern in her eyes.


  “He asked me to come over tonight,” I tell her without thinking about the other people with us. I’m still caught off guard by his request.


  “You should go,” my mom chimes in, causing my gaze to go to her. “It would be good for you to get out of the house.” She may be right about me getting out of the house. Since coming into town, I have only left the house to go to the store. But spending time with Austin wouldn’t be good for me. In fact, I’m pretty sure it would be bad…really, really bad.


  “You should go,” Rhonda agrees then looks at my mom, and I see something pass between them.


  “I’ll think about it,” I tell them, and I will, but I won’t go. Thankfully, they let it go, and we spend the rest of the ride in silence.


  When we reach where the remains of my dad’s boat were found, I take in the beauty of the location. The sun’s out, reflecting off the calm water, and off in the distance are small islands covered in lush forest. It looks like somewhere my dad would have brought my mom and me to just float around in the water and have lunch, like we did often when he had a day off. After all five boats make a circle and drop anchor, people stand out on the decks of the boats, chatting and telling stories about my dad, while I pass around balloons and markers to people who want them.


  “Are you okay?” I ask, taking a seat next to my mom as I watch her write away on the red balloon, covering almost the whole surface with her message to Dad.


  “For once, I feel free,” she tells me, handing over the black sharpie she was using. “It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?” She looks up at the view then back to me.


  “It is.”


  “I resented the ocean for so long for taking him away from me. So long, I forgot it was what brought him to me in the first place.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Your dad was a fisherman. Without the sea bringing him to Cordova, to me, we never would have met. I never would have had you.”


  “It took him from us,” I remind her as tears fill my eyes.


  “He left this earth doing something he loved, something that was in his blood. He loved us—don’t get me wrong—and I know deep down in my bones that he fought to come home, but I also know if he had to die, he did it in the place he loved.”


  She was right; my dad would spend the winters at home, and even if he was happy, he was never happier than when he would put his boat back in the water for the first time each year.


  “I know you’re right, but it still hurts.”


  “It’s okay to hurt.” She wraps her arms around me, causing tears to spill from my eyes. When she pulls away, her eyes go to the balloon in my hand. “Write your message, honey, then we let him go.”


  I nod and watch as she gets up, going to the edge of the boat. I look down at the shiny red surface and begin to write.


  The sun always rises, and sets again tomorrow. You told me that once, and I finally understand what you meant. I wish things had been different, that losing you didn’t change my whole life. I wish I would have been stronger, braver, more prepared to face life head-on, to not get caught up in the ‘might haves’. I miss you, Dad, and I know your wish for me would be to find peace. I promise you now that I will find a way to push through to make you proud. Soon, I will be sending Mom to you, and in return, I ask you to send me strength.


  Love you.


  I put the cap back on the pen and look up, catching Austin’s eye as he releases a balloon into the air. I follow it up, trying to read what it says, but the only words I can make out are ‘care of’ as the balloon disappears out of sight.


  “Are you ready?” My mom asks.


  Nodding I Stand and follow her to the edge of the boat. Her hand finds mine as we look at each other then we both hold out the balloons in front of us and let them go. Watching them dance in the clear blue sky until they look like specks of dust being carried in the wind. When she wraps her arm around my waist and leans into my side, I feel lighter from letting go—not of the memories of my dad, but the pain of losing him.


  “To Jacob.”


  A loud roar goes up, and I watch the people around us lift glasses to their lips full of amber liquid.


  “To Jacob.” I repeat feeling a weight lift off my chest.
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  “What time are you meeting Austin?” Mom asks, taking a seat in her chair across from where I’m sprawled out on the couch.


  “I’m not.”


  Austin asked me again before I got off the boat. I told him I would try, but knew there was no way I would.


  “Lea.” She sounds disappointed, so I pull my eyes away from the TV so I can look at her.


  “It’s not a good idea, Mom.” I say softly.


  “What’s the worst that could happen?”


  “I don’t know.” I cover my face, groaning.


  “Before he was your boyfriend, he was your friend.” She reminds me, I don’t remember how we became friends. We had always gone to school together but then one day we started talking and after that we were inseparable. It wasn’t until we turned fifteen that he asked me to be his girlfriend.


  “Yeah, but then he was the guy I was going to marry. The history between us is messy, and I don’t know if I’m ready to explain myself to him,” I confess.


  “Did he tell you that he wants you to explain?”


  “No.” I frown. I also don’t know why he wants to spend time with me, especially after making himself perfectly clear the other night.


  “How did you feel today after we let go of those balloons?”


  “Relieved,” I sigh.


  “Do you think maybe—just maybe—your history with Austin is something you need to acknowledge then move on from?”


  No, I don’t think that at all. Deep down, I don’t want to move on from it. I want to remember things just as they were. I want to think that if I had stayed, things would have been different. The idea of letting the thought of what could have been go feels almost as painful as leaving the first time.


  “You need to let it go,” she tells me with tears in her eyes. “Be his friend, but let the past go.”


  “When did you become so philosophical I smile, making her face light up.


  “I’ve learned a lot over the last couple of months.” She says looking at me softly.


  “Yeah,” I agree. She seems so settled with everything, like she’s really made peace with the situation, and trying to do the same for me.


  “Now go change.” She waves her hand towards my bedroom door, making me frown.


  “Why do I need to change?” I look down at my sweat bottoms and hoodie.


  “Whether he’s a man you want or not, you always need to look your best. You never know when you might meet your destiny.”


  “That’s very cryptic.” I shake my head, get off the couch, and go to where she’s sitting, bend down to kiss her cheek.


  “Trust me. I know what I’m talking about.”


  “Well then, my destiny is going to have to meet me wearing jeans and a hoodie,” I tell her, and her laughter follows me to my room, where I change into a pair of dark blue jeans then slip on my boots and coat.


  “I’ll be back soon,” I call around the corner of the living room.


  “I won’t wait up.” She singsongs.


  I smile and shake my head, closing the door behind me.


  It takes ten minutes to get down to the pier, and by the time I arrive, there is a ball of anxiety sitting in my belly that is making me feel like I should turn the car around and go home.


  “You can do this,” I whisper to my reflection in the rearview mirror before I get out of my car and walk down the dimly lit dock until I’m in front of Austin’s boat, which is dark, except for a sliver of light shining through the door to the lower cabin. “This is stupid.” I climb onto the boat then knock on the door, listening as the stairs creek on the other side.


  “You came,” Austin greets, looking surprised then looks downstairs, and I wonder if Anna’s here with him. Suddenly, I feel nauseous, and my hands start to sweat. He’s taken a shower; his hair is slightly damp around the edges, and he smells like soap. His legs are covered in jeans, and his broad chest in a black long-sleeved shirt with four buttons at the neck, which are open, giving a glimpse of the hair on his chest.


  “We can do this some other time,” I suggest as I start to back up.


  “No, come on. I just put a pizza in.”


  Shutting the door behind me, I follow him down the stairs. When we reach the small kitchen, music is playing softly in the background.


  “Let me take your coat.” I pull off my jacket and hand it to him, watching as he hangs it on a hook near the stairs, and then, not knowing what to do, I stand there awkwardly, looking around. The cabin is small, with a short hallway that leads to a closed door, which I’m sure holds a bedroom. There is a small bench seat, with a wooden table between the cushions, all black, along with the curtains covering one of the windows. The stove has two burners, and the oven below looks more like a microwave.


  “Do you want a beer?”


  “Sure,” I mutter, taking a seat, watching as the muscles in his arms flex as twists open a beer from the fridge before handing it to me.


  “Thanks,” I say, taking the bottle from his hand, his eyes meet mine, and I see something flash through them before he turns away, not giving me a chance to read the look.


  “Rhonda was saying you do accounting.” He says grabbing a beer and sitting down across from me.


  Small talk. I can do small talk with him. It’s the talking about the past that makes me feel uneasy.


  “I am—well, I was. I left my firm when my mom told me she needed me here with her.” Lucky for me, I had been saving money for years, so I had a nice nest egg I could use to keep my head above water for a while until I figured out what I was doing.


  “You always did like numbers.” He looks at me over his shoulder, and I see a small smile on his lips, one that causes my belly to flutter.


  “I still do. They never change,” I reply, then once again want to kick myself when his smile disappears. “What about you? I know you’re still fishing, but why are you living on your boat?”


  “My house is being renovated right now.”


  “Oh.”


  “Do you remember the Manderville house?” he asks, taking a seat across from me, so I turn to face him, nodding my head. The Manderville house is a large log cabin that sits near the water. The entire front view of the house is all large windows, with a huge wraparound porch that looks out at the sound. I loved that house and used to dream that it one day would be mine.


  “I bought it three years ago, and have been slowly remodeling it.”


  “Wow,” I whisper. That house was priced at over a million dollars when I left home, so I can only imagine what it would cost now.


  “It needed a lot of work, but everything should be done this summer, so hopefully I can get settled there over the winter,” he says, and Anna comes to mind. She would be living there with him.


  “I’m happy for you,” I lie as jealousy rears its ugly head. “How are your mom, dad, and Bre?” I change the subject.


  “Good. Mom and Dad moved to Anchorage a year ago, to be closer to Bre and her husband.”


  “Bre got married?” I ask, surprised. Bre was always wild. She was three years older than Austin, and had never really settled. She was always on the move, wanting a new adventure.


  “Yeah, she and Sean are expecting their second baby any time now.”


  “My mom hasn’t told me anything,” I say then watch as annoyance enters his eyes before he looks away, toward the oven that begins to beep.


  “I hope you still like pepperoni.”


  “I do.” My stomach flutters that he remembers.


  He stands, shuts off the oven, pulls out the pizza, and then fumbles around in a drawer until he finds a pizza cutter. He begins to cut up slices before placing them on paper plates, setting one in front of me.


  “Thank you.” When I smile, his eyes drop to my mouth and he grunts before taking a seat across from me, making me smile bigger. He was never really a talker when we were younger. He would always grunt when he got his way or proved a point, and that sound coming from him now somehow settles inside of me.


  “Have you thought about what you’re going to do after?” he asks, taking a bite of his pizza.


  I know he means after my mom passes away, so I shake my head then continue with, “My mom wants me to ask Larry if he would be willing to sell me his office space.”


  “You would stay in town?” he asks, sounding annoyed again, making me wish I never said anything. Of course we were sitting here now, but that doesn’t mean he wants me to move back.


  “I don’t know,” I mutter. “I haven’t thought much about it.”


  “What about your husband?” There is no mistaking the anger in his voice while asking that question, so I sit up a little taller.


  “Ex-husband.”


  “Okay, what about you’re ex-husband?”


  “What do you mean?” I ask shortly.


  “How’s he feel about you moving away?”


  “Obviously, he’s my ex, so he doesn’t have a say in what I do, and I doubt Courtney would be pleased if he did care.”


  “Who’s Courtney?” he frowns.


  “His girlfriend, my replacement.”


  “What?” he growls, sending tingles through my body.


  “He was having an affair the last three years we were married.”


  “Seriously.”


  “Yeah, and just to make it sound all the more cliché, it was with his assistant, who is ten years younger than me.” I roll my eyes, not even upset about it anymore, which is surprising.


  “Jesus, babe.”


  “I know.” I shake my head, taking another bite of pizza.


  “You should ask,” he states.


  “Pardon?”


  “Larry, you should talk to him.”


  “I’m not sure,” I say, and he shrugs, taking another bite, and before I know it, we’re both done eating and I look at the clock on the wall, seeing it’s after ten.


  “I’ll walk you out,” he offers.


  “It’s okay; I can see myself out.” I smile and pull my coat on then go to the stairs, and he’s right behind me, pulling on a hoodie, causing the bottom of his shirt to lift slightly, giving a glimpse of his abs. I turn back around and race up the steps as the tingling in my belly transfers to between my legs. I hear him mutter something from behind me, but I’m too caught up in getting away to pay attention. Once I reach the deck, I take a gulp of air then jump when his hand wraps around my arm.


  “Easy,” he mumbles, leading me to the edge of the boat, stepping off, but then instead of just taking my hand and helping me over, his hands span my waist and he lifts me up, placing me on my feet in front of him. Making me once again realize how different we are in size.


  “You really don’t have to walk me.”


  “I want to.” He places his hand at the small of my back and leads me down the dock. I try to ignore the warmth from his palm as it burns through my coat and sweatshirt, but I just can’t. I swear my body is feeding off his touch, taking in his warmth, wrapping it around me. When we reach my car, I don’t have a chance to open the door before he does, and I’m stunned when his lips come down, grazing my cheek, where he murmurs, “Get home safe.”


  “’Night, Austin,” I whisper, getting into the car, slamming the door, and putting the keys in the ignition. I leave the parking lot as quickly as possible before I do something stupid, like go back and demand that he kiss me.


  When I get home, the house is dark, so I go to my bedroom, strip off my clothes, and get into bed, where, for once, I don’t think about everything that’s gone wrong in my life. I think about Austin.


  
    Chapter 5

  


  Lea


  “Are you okay?”


  I tip down my Kindle and look at Mom, who is standing in the doorway of the living room. “Fine, are you okay?” I sit up, setting my Kindle next to me when I notice she’s looking at me strangely.


  “You haven’t seen Austin again,” she states, coming to sit down next to me.


  “No, and I don’t know if I will. We agreed to be friends, Mom, and even that title is a stretch considering our history.”


  It’s been two weeks since I’ve seen Austin…or heard from him, period. I know he’s working, from what Rhonda’s told me, and honestly, it’s easier like this. I don’t need to get caught up in the past; I need to move forward. I’m just happy he isn’t angry with me anymore. That’s more than I could have hoped for.


  “I just thought—”


  “Mom.” I grab her hand, pulling it to my lap. “I love you, but Austin and I are not going to get back together. He has a girlfriend and they’re moving in together.”


  “What?” she whispers, sounding genuinely surprised.


  “I’m happy for him. He’s a good guy and deserves to be happy—we both do,” I say, and for the first time, I really mean it. Yes, I’m still a little jealous, but that’s normal. Right?


  “Okay.”


  “Okay,” I repeat, leaning into her side. “So what do you want to do today?”


  “I have a doctor’s appointment at three.”


  “You never told me.” I look at the clock, seeing it’s already two.


  “It’s just a check-up.”


  “I’m still going with you,” I remark. My mom is stubborn, and although she knows she’s sick, most days, there is no stopping her from doing whatever she wants. We have argued more than once about her driving herself places. I just can’t help but think that one day something is going to happen and she is going to either hurt someone else, or herself.


  “We’ll leave soon. I just need to make a phone call.” She gets up off the couch and heads toward her bedroom, so I go to my room and find a pair of leggings and a sweater, put them on along with my boots, and then swipe on some mascara and lip gloss. When I walk into the kitchen with my bag, she’s just ending her call.


  “Ready?” she asks, placing her phone in her bag and opening the backdoor.


  “Yep.” It takes just a few minutes to get to the hospital, and when we arrive, we’re sent to a private room almost immediately after checking in at the front desk.


  “Josie,” the doctor greets as he walks in. His head is tilted down, reading over the papers in his hand, so I can’t see his face, but he’s tall, with broad shoulders and a tapered waist. His hair is short but messy, and his skin is tan. When his head lifts, our eyes meet. He’s very handsome—not as good-looking as Austin, but definitely attractive.


  “You’re not Josie.” He looks back down at his clipboard with his brows pulled together, making me smile.


  “Josie’s my mom.”


  “Dr. Rubin,” my mom calls from the chair near the door. “This is my daughter Lea.”


  “Lea.” He looks from Mom to me.


  “Nice to meet you.” I stick out my hand and he takes it in his, and I notice his hands are smooth and soft, so unlike the roughness of Austin’s.


  Dammit, stop thinking about him, Lea! I scold myself.


  “Nice to meet you too, Lea. Your mom told me that you were moving to town.”


  “Did she?” I look at my mom and raise a brow.


  “Dr. Rubin just moved to Cordova from Seattle. I was telling him he needs to get out and explore, instead of being stuck in the hospital all day.”


  “As you can see, my mom is very helpful.”


  “Yeah, I got that.” He chuckles then points at her. “Come on over; you know the drill.” My mom gets up from her seat and goes to the exam table, lying down. “How have you been feeling?” he asks, lifting her shirt, exposing her stomach, and then pressing in.


  “Okay. Tired, not really hungry, but okay.”


  “What kinds of food are you able to keep down?”


  “Almost everything I eat.”


  “She’s been drinking,” I chime in, and my mom narrows her eyes at me. “Well, you have, and I don’t think it’s smart.”


  “How often are you drinking?” he asks her, his tone changing from playful to serious.


  “Not often, a glass of bourbon every now and then,” she lies.


  “Mom,” I scold.


  “Fine, a glass of bourbon in the evenings before bed.”


  His tone softens as he asks, “Can I ask why you’re drinking?”


  “It helps me sleep,” she says quietly, looking at me like she doesn’t want to say more with me in the room with her.


  “Hmm,” he murmurs, pressing into her stomach once more. “How’s your pain?”


  “About a seven most of the time,” she confesses, and I bite my lip. She has never said she’s in pain, and I feel guilty for not asking that question myself. I honestly forget most of the time that she is even sick because she acts like she always has.


  “Have you been taking the medication I prescribed?”


  “I haven’t. It makes me feel tired…or more tired than I already am.”


  “Mom—”


  “I don’t want to sleep my days away.” She pats my hand that’s resting near her hip.


  “I hate that you’re in pain.” I wrap my hand around hers and run my fingers over her skin, noticing how thin it feels, how fragile she is.


  “I would like to talk to another doctor about pain management and hospice care,” Dr. Rubin says gently.


  “Do you really think it’s time for that?”


  “Yes,” he says softly, pulling her shirt down, covering her stomach.


  “How much longer?” she asks.


  “You know I don’t know for sure Josie.”


  “Give me your best guess.” She tells him


  His eyes come to me then go back to my mom before he says, “A month or two.”


  “Wait…a month or two for what?” My voice sounds hysterical to my own ears, but I can’t control it. I feel like my world is crumbling from under my feet.


  Her head swings my way and her face goes soft. “Honey—”


  “No,” I shake my head, feeling tears pool in my eyes, “I thought you said a few months, not one or two. What about chemo?”


  “At this stage, I don’t believe it would help,” Dr. Rubin replies calmly looking as sad as I feel.


  “So this is it?” I tilt my head back towards the ceiling, so the tears I feel filling my eyes don’t fall.


  “We will do everything within our power to make sure she is comfortable.”


  “But she’s not, she’s in pain now,” I retort.


  “I’m fine,” she cuts in, and my eyes slice into her.


  “You’re dying; you’re not fine. Why don’t you see that?”


  “I’m still breathing.”


  She is…she is still breathing, while I’m fighting for every breath I take. I know she is dying; I know I will need to accept it, but this is too much. Knowing she will be leaving me sooner than later kills me.


  “I’m not ready. I need you here with me.” I choke on the tears that are now falling freely. “It’s not fair,” I whisper, closing my eyes, and her arms wrap around me.


  “I know it’s not honey.”


  I pull away and rest my forehead against hers, much the same way she used to do when I was little, and whisper, “At least take the pills. I hate the idea of you being in pain.”


  “I’ll take them if the pain is unbearable.”


  “Your pain’s at a seven, Mom.”


  “It’s manageable.”


  “You’re so stubborn.” I shake my head.


  “And you love me.” She smiles, and I can’t help but to give her a watery smile.


  “Dr. Rubin.” She pulls away, looking at him. “Do you have any plans for tonight?”


  “I don’t,” he replies, looking at her softly.


  “Well, you do now.”


  “Do I?” He smiles and I feel my body go tight.


  “Dinner tonight, and tomorrow, you can turn me into a zombie with the pills.”


  “Mom,” I warn.


  “Oh, hush,” she says, and Dr. Rubin starts to laugh.


  “Are we having dinner at the usual spot?” he asks her, and I frown, because she has never once mentioned him, and ‘the usual spot’ implies they have gone there more than once. There seems to be a lot of stuff my mom has never mentioned, and that thought makes me uneasy, especially when I think about the comment Austin made.


  “Yep, how about six?” she suggests.


  “That will give me enough time to get done here. I’ll pick you ladies up.”


  “Perfect, and tomorrow, we’ll put my plan in place with Rhonda,” Mom says, and she and Dr. Rubin talk for a few more minutes before we leave the hospital. Once we get into the car, I turn it on then turn my head to look at my mom.


  “You know there will be nothing between me and Dr. Rubin, right?”


  “Of course,” she says, but her eyes twinkle with mischief.


  “I’m serious, Mom.”


  “I know you are, honey.”


  “Good,” I mutter, put the car in drive, and take us home. The whole way there, I’m trying to think of ways to get out of tonight but nothing comes to mind.


  [image: *]*


  “Are you ready?” I ask my mom, walking into her room, where she’s lying on the bed.


  “I have a headache.”


  “How bad is it?” I question, going to her side.


  “Not that bad, but I think it’s a migraine.”


  “Did you take something?”


  “Yes, I took one of my pills; I’m just waiting for it to kick in.” She sighs, covering her eyes, so I walk to the light switch and flip it off.


  “Where’s your phone, so I can call Dr. Rubin and cancel?” I ask, using the light from the doorway to see if I can find it.


  “Oh no, you two should go,” she mutters, and I take a breath, knowing exactly what this is.


  “Mom, I’m not going out with him without you.”


  “He doesn’t really know anyone in town, honey. Do it for me.”


  I’m going to kill her. My dying mother is going to die of suffocation when I cover her head with a pillow. “Mom,” I hiss, and she rolls to her side and mumbles something I can’t make out, so I start a panic search for her phone, but come up empty-handed. “I’m going to kill you,” I tell her when the doorbell goes off.


  “Have fun, honey.”


  “You’re lucky you’re dying,” I grumble.


  I hear her laugh and say, “I heard that,” as I make my way from her room to the front door.


  “Hey,” I greet Dr. Rubin as I open the door.


  “Hi.” He smiles softly looking unsure of what to say.


  “Mom has a migraine,” I say, trying not to sound like I’m spitting the words out.


  “Really?” His face changes and I see concern in his eyes. “Do you mind if I come in and see her for a moment?”


  “Of course not.” I step back then lead him into her room. “Mom, Dr. Rubin’s here.”


  “Are you okay, Josie?”


  “I just have a headache, nothing serious. I told Lea that you guys should go on without me.”


  “What did you take?” he asks, going to her side, so I follow behind him and turn on her bedside lamp so he can see a little better.


  “I took one of the pills you prescribed for my migraines,” she says, sounding a million times weaker than she did moments ago when I was in the room with her.


  “It should kick in soon,” he tells her.


  “I don’t think I should leave you, Mom.”


  “Oh, stop. You guys go on. I’m just going to wait for the pill to kick in. There is nothing for you to do for me.”


  “She should sleep,” he says, and I want to say, ‘But she’s lying so we’ll go out alone,’ but I have a feeling he would think I’m crazy, so I nod and turn out her light.


  “Love you, Mom.”


  “Love you too, honey. And take care of my girl, Doctor.”


  “Sure.” He chuckles, making me wonder if he knows what she’s up to.


  “We don’t have to go,” I tell him when we stop at the front door hoping that he will take pity on me.


  “I don’t mind.” He shrugs holding the door open.


  Okay, so that isn’t going to work. I grab my bag and follow him out to his car. He goes around to the driver’s side as I open my door. The small fact he didn’t open it annoyed me slightly, but then I remind myself this isn’t a date, so it doesn’t actually matter.


  Once we are both buckled in and on our way to town, I try to think of something, anything to talk about but nothing comes to mind. Thank God the drive is short, so it isn’t long before we pull in front of one of the bars on Main Street.


  “You don’t mind bar food, do you?”


  “Not at all.” I smile and get out, following behind him into the bar.


  Once we’re inside, the buzz of people talking fills my ears, and I try my best not to look around for any familiar faces. Being Friday night, the bar is packed, but we find a small table in one of the corners. As soon as we sit down, I pull the menu from the holder in the middle of the table and inspect it, just so I can avoid all the awkward looks I’m receiving. I know word had spread around town about me being home, but for the most part, I’m always at the house, so I never really have much interaction with people. But sitting here, I can feel people looking at me like I’m some kind of leper.


  “Do you know what you want to eat?”


  “A bacon burger and fries,” I reply.


  “I’m getting the same. I’ll go put in our orders. What would you like to drink?”


  “Corona.” I smile, or try to, and he nods, getting up from the table and heading to the bar, coming back a couple minutes later with two beers, both Alaskan Amber, which I hate, but instead of saying anything, I take the bottle from him and gulp down half.


  “So, Dr. Rubin—”


  “Keith.” He smiles, taking a pull from his beer.


  “Okay, Keith. What made you move to Cordova?”


  “I’m not sure. There was an opening in Alaska for a doctor, and I figured, what the hell? I may as well see if I like it before I have kids and a wife to worry about. What about you? Are you planning on sticking around?”


  “I actually don’t know what I’m going to do,” I say, then every hair on my body stands on end. I look towards the door as Austin walks in with Ben and Rhonda. I sit up taller as Rhonda waves, and Austin follows her gaze to me. The moment our eyes connect, I feel a surge rush through me. Then his eyes move to Keith and I see something flare in their blue depths I can’t make out, or I choose not to.


  “Do you want to invite them over to sit with us?” Keith asks, and my eyes go to him.


  “I’m sure they’re going to get their own table,” I tell him, once again trying to smile, but failing miserably.


  “We have room,” he says, scooting toward me.


  “Hey, Lea. Hi, Dr. Rubin,” Rhonda says, pulling off her coat and setting it on the back of one of the empty chairs at our table. “Do you mind if we sit with you? There aren’t really any tables left.”


  I look from her to Ben then to Austin, and my pulse spikes as his fists clench at his sides. This is such a bad idea. “Sure.” I smile, and she moves to sit one chair over, and Ben sits next to her, forcing Austin to take the seat on my other side. “Keith, this is Austin and Ben. Rhonda, you already know.” Everyone greets each other—Ben with a, “Hi,” Rhonda with a smile, and Austin with a chin lift and a grunt.


  “I’ve been craving a giant hamburger all day, so I called the boys to see if they wanted to go get something to eat,” Rhonda says.


  “We just put in our orders,” Keith tells them, and Austin grunts again then leans back, placing his arm on the back of my chair. I start to lean forward, but his fingers in my hair prevent me from getting anywhere.


  “How do you two know each other?” Ben asks, and I clear my throat, feeling suddenly uncomfortable.


  “Keith is Mom’s doctor,” I say, earning another grunt from Austin. “She was supposed to come with us, but got a headache.”


  “Is she okay?” Rhonda asks, not sounding concerned at all, which surprises me.


  “She’s fine,” I mutter, suddenly finding the label on my beer bottle very interesting.


  “You know what you want, Wolf?” Ben asks, pulling his arm from around Rhonda and standing.


  “The usual,” Austin says, then Ben’s head dips to look at Rhonda.


  “What do you want to drink, babe?”


  “A virgin daiquiri.” She smiles, and he shakes his head and dips lower, brushing his mouth against hers before walking off to the bar.


  “I’m going to use the restroom,” I say, praying that Austin releases my hair so I can get up without looking like I’ve gotten whiplash. Lucky for me, he does. The second I stand, I realize my dilemma. Austin is on one side, and Keith is on the other, both of them caging me in. “Excuse me,” I tell Austin, scooting in front of him, and then cry out as my feet get tangled and I end up in his lap. His arms wrap around me and the whiskers from his beard tickle my neck, where I feel him inhale a sharp breath against my skin, causing my core to contract.


  “Sorry,” I stammer. His hands give me a squeeze as he lifts me up, putting me on my feet. “Thanks.” I mutter not even looking at him before I rush to the bathroom, shut and lock the door, then go to the sink and run my hands under the cool water.


  “Lea,” Rhonda says from the other side of the door, so I take a breath, open it, and move out of the way, when she joins me inside. “Are you okay?”


  “Yep.” I bite my lip and she narrows her eyes.


  “You wanna talk about it?”


  “Austin’s here,” I blurt, covering my face, then lower them when I hear her begin to laugh. “What’s funny?”


  “Austin said the same thing, only it was more of a growl, when he saw you were here with Keith.”


  “I’m not here with Keith.” She raises a brow. “Not like that. Mom’s playing sick,” I whine.


  “Austin doesn’t know that.”


  “He does; I just told him,” I explain.


  “Okay, he didn’t know that. He just saw you with another man and flipped.”


  “He didn’t,” I whisper.


  “Lea, you need to open your eyes.”


  “He told me he hated me. I mean, I know since then he said he didn’t mean it and has been nice, but you didn’t see the look in his eyes when he told me.”


  “Since then, you guys have had a few talks, and even a meal together.”


  “He hasn’t talked to me in weeks,” I try again, not wanting to even hope she could be right.


  “I think he’s trying to get his head figured out.”


  “He has a girlfriend,” I remind her, feeling that realization crush against me like a boulder.


  “Who, Anna?” She laughs, waving me off.


  “They’re moving in together,” I scoff.


  She grumbles something under her breath then grabs my hand. “A few days before the baby shower, he told Anna he didn’t want to see her anymore.”


  “What?” I hiss, pulling my hand from her grasp.


  “I won’t tell you you’re the reason, but you’re the reason.”


  “Oh, God.” My stomach drops and my eyes get big.


  “Lea, it’s okay. I told you they were not as serious as she made them out to be.”


  She did tell me that, but I still feel bad thinking that me being in town is what broke them up.


  “Just let it flow,” she singsongs.


  “Let it flow?” I shake my head.


  “Yes, let it flow. Whatever happens is what is supposed to happen, so just sit back and enjoy the ride.”


  “Have you been drinking?”


  “I wish.” She smiles then unlocks the door. “Now, let’s go eat. I’m starving.”


  I follow her back to the table, where the guys are all talking while looking at the TV hanging in one of the corners. When I reach the table, I debate once again on how to get to my seat and wonder how dumb it would look if I crawled under the table.


  My gaze goes to Austin. He tips his head to the side and I swear I see a smirk form on his lips, right before I squeeze in front of him, praying I don’t end up in his lap again. I bite my lip when his hands go to my hips as I pass, helping steady me until my ass touches the seat. “Thanks,” I tell him then look up and glare when I hear Rhonda laugh from across the table.


  “Are you okay?” Keith asks quietly, and I turn towards him.


  “I’m fine.” I ignore the slight tug of my hair and give him one of my perfected fake smiles.


  “Do you have plans for tomorrow?” he asks.


  Oh, God, I’m really going to kill my mom for this. “I—”


  “She’s going with me,” Austin cuts in, and I spin my head around to look at him. “Sorry, man.” He leans forward, putting his elbows on the table, then looks from Keith to me. “I called Larry, and we’re going to look at his office space tomorrow.”


  “What?” I breathe, trying to wrap my head around what the hell is happening.


  He shrugs and takes a drink of his beer. “Figured it wouldn’t hurt to check it out.”


  “I…” I look around the table at everyone watching me then over at Keith, who looks slightly disappointed, but not much. “Sorry,” I tell him, and he shrugs, taking a drink of his beer.


  “There’s salmon in the rivers all summer long. We can go another time.”


  “Yeah,” I agree, feeling another tug on my hair, which I ignore like the others.


  Thankfully, the rest of dinner is filled with quiet banter and laughs, sitting there I couldn’t help feeling like this is where I’m supposed to be.


  
    Chapter 6

  


  Lea


  I walk Rhonda out to her car and give her a tight hug. We just wrote up my mom’s care plan, and even though it was sad hearing about what would happen, I feel relived knowing there is a plan in place for when the time comes.


  “You need anything, you call me.”


  “I will.” I smile, wiping under my eyes.


  “Even if you just want to talk about how hot Austin is.” She smiles and my stomach flutters. Last night after dinner, Austin walked me out to Keith’s car, once again leaning in and brushing his mouth against my cheek, leaving me wanting more, before opening the door and shutting it when I was buckled in. I don’t know what all of it means, but I’m trying to do what Rhonda suggested and let it flow.


  “Thank you. Thank you for not only taking care of my mom, but for being such a good friend to me.”


  “When I moved home, it wasn’t under the best circumstances, and I didn’t have any friends, so I’m happy to be that for you.”


  I tilt my head to the side, studying her for a moment. “When you have time, I want to hear all about it.”


  “There’s an ex-boyfriend and a lot of unnecessary drama involved.”


  “Then Ben,” I say softly, and her face changes as her hand goes to her stomach.


  “Then Ben. I wasn’t expecting him.”


  “Life is crazy sometimes.”


  “It is.” Her smile gets bigger and a twinkle appears in her eyes. “Now, I better go. I have one more stop before I head home. Let me know if you need anything.”


  “I will.” I step back as she gets into her truck then wave as she drives off. When I get back into the house, Mom is sitting at the kitchen table with a notepad in front of her, which she closes up before I can see what she’s writing.


  “Austin will be here soon,” I remind her, while pouring myself another cup of coffee.


  “I’m not going with you.”


  “Mom,” I sigh.


  “You guys go, then come back and tell me all about it.”


  “I hate leaving you alone.”


  “I know there will come a time when I won’t be able to be alone, but that time is not now.”


  “Are you sure?” I ask then laugh at the look on her face. “Fine, do you want me to bring you anything from town?”


  “No,” she mutters then looks toward the door when the sound of a car pulling up travels into the house. “He’s here.” She smiles and butterflies erupt in my stomach.


  “I’ll see you in an hour or so.” I lean down, kissing her cheek. “Call if you need me to come home before that.”


  “Don’t expect a call,” she says, handing me my bag and pushing me towards the door. When I step out onto the front porch, Austin is already out of his truck. I meet him halfway, and when I get close enough, he leans in, kissing my cheek, which I love, but hate. I want so badly to turn my head and catch his mouth with mine, but fear has me placing my hand on his arm, giving it a squeeze.


  “Ready?” he asks.


  “Yep,” I reply, and he leads me to the truck then helps me inside before jogging around the front and sliding in behind the wheel.


  “How’s your mom?” he asks, cutting through the silence.


  “Honestly, I don’t know.” I tuck some of my loose hair behind my ear. “She seems like herself. Her energy is a little lower, but I swear if I didn’t know she’s sick, I would assume this is all just a bad dream. I didn’t even know she was in pain until yesterday, when we went to the doctor. Her pain is a seven out of ten. That’s bad, and I had no idea. She acts like everything is fine,” I say then inhale a deep breath. I hadn’t been expecting to tell him all of that, but it felt right somehow, sharing with him what’s going on.


  “I’m sorry, baby. I know this isn’t easy for you.” He reaches over, wrapping his hand around mine, his words and touch wrapping around me settling deep.


  “I just hate that my mom is going through this.”


  His hand gives mine another squeeze, but he doesn’t say anything. I want to ask him what happened with him and my mom, but I don’t think I can get the words out. It’s almost like deep down I don’t want to know why they seem to be so stand-offish with each other.


  When we start heading towards the Manderville house, my heart starts to beat wildly in my chest, but then tappers off when we turn right onto a dirt road that leads closer to the water, where there are three small buildings attached side-by-side. When the truck comes to a stop, I take in the area. The buildings are up on a cliff that overlooks the sound and is surrounded by forest. I know I will never get to live in the Manderville house, but having an office here would be a close second.


  “How much is he asking for it?”


  “Six-hundred thousand.”


  “Wow.”


  “I know. He and his wife lived comfortably. She didn’t work, and they had three kids who all went out of state to college. It’s a lot of money, but this town has a lot of businesses and a lot of people who are looking for an accountant.”


  “I have some money saved,” I say, turning my head to look out the window. I’m unsure about what the future holds, but the more I think about it, the more something deep inside me tells me to settle here to give this a real chance.


  “Larry should be inside.” He releases my hand, which I didn’t even realize was still in his grasp but now that it’s gone I miss it. Once he’s out of the truck, I follow his lead, taking off my seatbelt and opening my door. I go to hop down and my hand slips from the bar, and I cry out as I fall forward, but then breathe a sigh of relief when I don’t feel the hard ground, but Austin’s arms wrapping around me.


  “Thanks,” I mumble against his shirt.


  “Don’t remember you being this klutzy before.”


  My head tilts back to look at him. He’s so close that I can see even the small brown speckle in his left eye that stands out against the blue.


  “I wasn’t…at least I don’t think I was,” I murmur. His gaze drops to my mouth as I pull my bottom lip between my teeth and shift my weight, fighting myself from leaning up on my tiptoes.


  “Well, are you coming in, or are you gonna stand out there all day?”


  I peek around Austin and see an older gentleman wearing a flannel shirt and jeans, with his head poking out the door, looking at us with a smile on his face. Austin growls something under his breath then takes my hand and leads me to the open door.


  “Larry, this is Lea. Lea—Larry,” Austin introduces us, releasing my hand and placing his at the small of my back.


  Smiling, I reply, “Nice to meet you.”


  “You too, doll, and I’m sorry about your mom.”


  “Thank you,” I say quietly, and he nods then steps aside. Right then, I know—without even looking around—I want it. The space isn’t huge, but there’s a large floor-to-ceiling window that looks out over the sound. It’s not Manderville house, but it’s definitely gorgeous. I walk to the window, look out at the ocean, and smile, and then turn in a circle. The walls are all freshly painted, and there’s an open door to what I can see is a bathroom, then three large bookshelves that line one wall, along with two tall, metal filing cabinets.


  “The shelves and cabinets stay with the space.”


  “Are you selling outright, or have you thought about renting?”


  “Selling, we’re moving to Florida. My old bones can’t take anymore Alaskan winters,” he replies.


  “Have you had any offers?”


  “Haven’t even put it on the market. I just finished painting a few days ago, and I’m putting in new floors this weekend,” he says, and I look down at the old, dingy carpet under my feet. “I got linoleum; figured its better stuff to handle all the water around here.”


  “That’s good. What are the utilities like?”


  “Around three hundred a month in the winter, close to nothing in the summer months.”


  “Are you willing to negotiate on the price?”


  “What are you talking?” He leans back, crossing his arms over his chest, so I mimic his stance.


  “Fifty thousand off, and you pay closing costs,” I tell him, and he looks at Austin and shakes his head.


  “How soon can you close?” he asks.


  “I just need to talk to the bank.”


  “You get the loan, and you’ve got a deal, doll.”


  “Really?” I ask in shock. I never expected him to take me up on my offer. At the least, I expected him to counter.


  “Really.”


  “Holy shit!” I practically yell then cover my mouth. Larry chuckles, and when I look at Austin, he’s wearing a very proud smile—a smile I’m familiar with, one he used to give me often. “Thank you, Larry.” I stick my hand out toward him and he shakes his head, pulling me in for a hug.


  “Tell your mom I say hi.”


  “I will,” I tell him as I pull away.


  “Be good.” He pats Austin’s back, earning some kind of grumble from him that makes Larry laugh again.


  Once we leave, I’m on such a high that I don’t even realize where we’re going until we head around a bend in the road and pull up in front of the Manderville house.


  I had gone to the house once with my dad when I was young. The owners at the time ordered fish for a party they were having, and my dad took me with him to deliver it. I remember thinking then that it was a mansion, and seeing it now, I wasn’t too far off. The house had to be five thousand square feet, the bottom half open and on stilts, so you could park a boat, or a car if you didn’t feel like using the garage.


  “I still can’t believe you bought this place.”


  “I remember you telling me about the view, so when it came on the market, I had to see it for myself.” He runs a hand over his head then looks out the window, lowering his voice. “I put in an offer that day, full price. I wasn’t even really looking for a house, but knew I couldn’t let the opportunity pass me by.”


  “I’m happy for you. You deserve good things,” I tell him quietly as my chest burns. His head turns my way and I see hurt in his eyes that has me swallowing over a lump in my throat. I want to ask him for forgiveness, but I don’t want to ruin the progress we’ve made by bringing up the past. Plus, there’s a deep fear that he won’t forgive me when I do apologize.


  “You do too, Lea,” he says quietly then opens his door, gets out, and then turns around, placing the upper part of his body into the cab. “Wanna come see what I’ve done?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Slide on out this way, babe,” he tells me. Instead of asking why, I scoot across the long seat then set my legs out the door so he can help me down, which he does with his hands around my waist, his body so close to mine that I can feel every inch of him as he lowers me to the ground.


  “They’re working on the kitchen now.” He leads me up a set of stairs onto a large deck, where I stop at the top, just so I can take in the view. Even though the view at Larry’s office is nice, this is ten times better.


  “It’s more beautiful than I remember,” I say, leaning into the rail in front of me then tilting my head back, letting the sun warm my skin, and the smell of the ocean and sounds of the birds take over my senses.


  “It is.” I turn to look at Austin and his eyes are on me. There is something there; it’s different than anything I have seen before, but no less special. “You want the tour?”


  I nod, unable to speak, and follow him into the house through a set of sliding glass doors that lead right into an open kitchen. The floor plan is open, giving you a view of the entire first floor, except for what’s behind a few closed doors. The cabinets are all white, and the walls are a dusty blue that sets off the backsplash of multicolor tiles in shades of beige, brown, and blue. The countertops are rustic looking granite, with large veins running through it, and separating the kitchen from the living room is a long island, which is big enough to sit six comfortably.


  I make my way slowly from the kitchen into the living room, where floor-to-ceiling windows frame the view, a view that is exactly as I remember it, so many years ago. The ocean is just feet away, and on each side, large pieces of land jut out into the water. The view alone would sell this house. I could see big, oversized couches with large throw pillows in this room, surrounding the fireplace that has rocks of different shapes and sizes, making it look like someone went down to the water and gathered them by hand. I would spend hours in front of that fireplace, with a book, or just a blanket wrapped around me while I enjoyed the view.


  “The bedrooms are upstairs.”


  I pull my gaze away from the view and follow him up a set of stairs that blends in with the decor seamlessly, until we reach the second floor landing. The area is open, with another great view, and a pathway that leads to one door on one side and three on the other. I know without asking that the side with the one bedroom is the master, and follow behind him as he opens the door. The space is empty and has two windows, with not a view of the sound, but a view of town from above. Not as breathtaking as the living room, but amazing in itself. It almost gives you a feeling of being the ruler of the town below.


  “The bathroom in here is one of my favorite parts of the house,” he confesses.


  “Really? If I lived here, I would spend my days downstairs in front of the fireplace,” I inform him without thinking.


  He smiles and mutters, “But you haven’t seen the tub.”


  When the door of the bathroom opens, I’m awestruck. The large tub sits high in the room, with stairs leading to it, overlooking a window with a view of the sound. Off to the side is a glass-enclosed shower, so if you wanted to watch your partner take a bath while you showered, you could.


  “Okay, I would spend my time between the two.” I smile, walking up the three steps, and then stepping down into the tub and leaning back.


  “Figured you’d like that.” He grins leaning against the door jam and I smile back, while something inside me coils deep, causing pain. I will never have this. There will never be a time when I would be taking a bath and Austin would come in to shower, or when I would ever be able to laze on the couch downstairs by the fire, watching the ocean, waiting for him to get home. This isn’t my life, and I know deep down it will be someone else’s. Austin had grown up while I was gone, matured, became an even better man, and there would be someone who’d fight to be with him, someone he would fight to be with.


  “This is so beautiful. You’ve done an amazing job,” I say, the words choking out of me. I need to be strong. He’s my friend, and when the time comes for him to fall in love, I will try my hardest to show the same care he’s shown me the last few days. “I should probably get home to Mom. I really hate leaving her for too long,” I tell him as I duck my head, step out of the tub, and down the three steps until I’m standing almost in front of him.


  “Are you okay?” His head tilts to the side like he’s studying me, his eyes raking over my features like they will give him some unknown answer.


  “Yeah, just a lot on my mind.” I smile, and his eyes drop to my mouth and a frown forms on his.


  “Anything I can help with?”


  “I don’t know,” I reply stupidly.


  “Talk to me.” He reaches forward and his hand wraps around mine.


  “Seeing the office at Larry’s just made me feel kind of guilty. It feels wrong to be planning a future, when I know my mom’s is coming to an end,” I tell him a half-truth. Seeing his future in front of me is killing me.


  “You’re gonna live, baby. I know it’s hard to accept right now, but when your mom’s gone, you’re still going to be here, so if you have a plan in place starting now, it will make it easier when the time comes.”


  I know he’s right, but standing here in his future life, I wish ours were intertwined.


  
    Chapter 7

  


  Lea


  Three weeks. Three weeks is all it took for everything to change for my mom, who had been so strong, to take a turn for the worse. And even though I made myself believe I was ready to face the loss of her head-on, nothing could have prepared me for it happening in front of me.


  “Hey.”


  I look at Rhonda and feel a fresh wave of tears spring to my eyes. I would have been lost without her, Ben, and Austin. “Hi,” I say softly then feel her arm slide around my back and her head lean on my shoulder.


  “She’s comfortable,” she mutters solemnly.


  “Yeah,” I agree; she looks like she’s resting peacefully.


  Three weeks ago, I came home from my day out with Austin and told her everything. We talked about Larry’s office, how it was perfect, and that I had put in an offer for it. I told her about Austin’s house, how much work he had done, and how beautiful it was. We talked about my dad, and I knew we had both come to terms with his loss. We talked about a lot over the last three weeks, but every day, I noticed her energy depleting, which would cause her to spend more and more time in bed, until two days ago, when I went into her room to wake her up for lunch and she wouldn’t budge.


  I tried everything within my power to get her to wake up and got no response. I wanted so badly to call an ambulance, but knew the care plan Mom and Rhonda set up specified to call Rhonda, so I did. I don’t even know what I said in that moment. I don’t even know if anything I said made sense, but Rhonda must have understood, because she showed up soon after, while I was still trying to wake her. I had no idea how quickly things could change, how fast things could go downhill.


  “I’m so sorry,” Rhonda says, bringing me out of my thoughts.


  “Me, too.” I silently cry while watching as one of the nurses place a fresh codeine patch on Mom’s upper chest then tucks her blankets back around her.


  “I’ll be here until seven, so just press the alarm if you need me,” says Liv, the hospice nurse that has been assigned to my mom, giving me a soft smile.


  “Thank you, Liv.” I give her hand a squeeze before she walks out of the room.


  “I know she wanted to be home, but this will be much easier for you, and for her,” Rhonda says as I make my way to the side of the bed.


  “I think it’s better this way. I don’t think I could stay there after knowing she passed away in the house,” I say, feeling guilty.


  “That’s understandable, Lea, and you have a right to your feelings,” she says quietly, but I still feel guilty about it, about not giving her everything she wanted.


  “Thank you for getting everything put in place with the hospital.” Since Mom was supposed to be home, they had to move around a few of the patients at the hospital so she could have her own room while she is here.


  “You know I would do anything for you guys.”


  “I know,” I agree, taking a seat on the bed near Mom’s hip. “Deep down, I wonder if she knew somehow that this was coming.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Right before she went to lie down, she had taken my cheeks in her hands and leaned in to kiss my forehead, whispering that she loved me, before walking out of the living room and going to bed.” I wish I would have known it was the last time I would hear her voice or be able to hug her.


  “She may have had a feeling,” Rhonda says, making me feel less crazy.


  “I miss her already, and she’s still here,” I whisper, feeling tears slide down my cheeks.


  “You should still talk to her. Some studies say that even though the person’s unconscious, they still hear what’s going on around them.”


  “She hasn’t eaten.”


  “She’s comfortable,” she assures me quietly.


  “She hasn’t eaten or had any water. How long can she live like this?” I whimper as reality sets in. This is it.


  “No one knows for sure,” she says, coming to sit in the chair next to the bed.


  Four days. Four days is how long it took for my mom to take her last breath. Four days of recounting all the stories that I could remember about her and dad, about us as a family. About anything I could think of. I didn’t know if she heard me, but I couldn’t stop the stories, or the tears, as I listened to her breathe while memorizing the sound, the timing, and the flow until she had taken a breath and silence filled the room. I waited for a long time to see if she would take another, but none came. I don’t know how long I laid there looking at the ceiling before people came into the room, as the sound of alarms were going off.


  I didn’t cry. I couldn’t even move. It felt like it was all a dream, like none of it was real. I lay there looking up at the ceiling, fighting to breathe, and then Austin’s arms wrapped around me and carried me away. I buried my face in his neck, the smell of his skin calming something deep inside me as he sat with me in his lap, holding me close, talking softly until I was able to breathe again.
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  “What do you want me to do with these cookies that Mr. and Mrs. Grates dropped off?” Ben asks, stepping into the kitchen, where I’m washing dishes.


  “Just set them there with all the other stuff,” I mutter, looking at the table that is covered in food, cookies, and cakes.


  “You’re never going to be able to eat all of this,” he tells me—something I already know. Since the day I got back to the house, people have been dropping off food left and right. I had no idea my mom even knew so many people, and I wondered if they knew it was only me here now.


  “You know she never talked about Cordova,” I say quietly, looking down into the soapy water.


  “Pardon?” Ben asks, moving stuff around on the table so he can set the plate down.


  “She never talked about here. At first, when I left home, I would ask how people were, and she would give me small updates about who was doing what, but then those details dwindled down to nothing. After a while, the only time she would talk about the people here is when she’d slip up and mention something about someone.”


  “Really?” he asks, looking at me over his shoulder.


  “I didn’t understand why she wouldn’t, and I was too afraid to bring it up, because I thought there was something big she didn’t want to share, like she had a boyfriend or something.” Or like Austin was married with kids, I think.


  “Maybe she didn’t want you to miss it here.”


  “Yeah, maybe,” I agree, putting the dishes I just washed away, while whispering, “I wish I would have come back years ago, instead of being so afraid to face this place and the people here. I wish a lot of things.” I feel my throat close up, then feel Ben at my side and his arm wraps around my shoulders.


  “I think all parents believe they know what’s best for their children, even when they don’t, even when they’re letting their own fears dictate their thinking.”


  “What could she have been afraid of?”


  “I don’t know, Lea,” he says softly before placing a kiss on my temple and stepping back. “You know, I really am glad you’re staying in town.”


  “As of today, my plan is to stay in town,” I tell him, watching confusion wrinkle his brow.


  “What does that mean?”


  “I don’t know what is going to happen in the future,” I whisper, leaving out the real reason I’ll leave one day, and that would be the day Austin tells me he’s going to start a life with someone else. I know there’s no way I can be here for that.


  “You won’t leave Austin again, like you did before, right?”


  “Of course not.” When I leave, Austin will be happy and moving on with his life, and I will do the same. Somehow.


  “Fuck,” he mutters.


  “What if I had a small party here tomorrow?” I ask, changing the subject. “It would be a way to get rid of some of this food, and maybe it would give people some closure at the same time.”


  His eyes narrow, but I turn away when I see Rhonda out of the corner of my eye standing in the kitchen doorway.


  “It’s a great idea,” she says softly. “I’ll just make a few phone calls and get everything set up.”


  “Great,” I agree, watching her turn and leave.


  “I’m gonna call Austin and let him know what’s going on,” Ben tells me.


  I give him a smile then walk to the table, pull out one of the chairs, and take a seat, feeling exhausted. I haven’t gotten any real sleep in the last few days. Every time I close my eyes, my mind replays my mom’s last breath over and over, like a bad record. I want to ask Keith if he can prescribe something that might help, but at the same time, I hate the idea of having to drug myself.


  “The phone chain is in effect. I told people to come around five and that they shouldn’t bring anything with them,” Rhonda says, taking a seat across from me. “You look tired.” She observes me closely.


  “I haven’t been sleeping much.” I shrug, pulling one of the cookies off the plate, breaking it in half, and then taking a bite. “Every time I lay down, my mind wanders.”


  “Do you want me to see if Keith will write you a prescription?”


  “A prescription for what?” a deep voice interrupts. My gaze travels from Rhonda to Austin, who’s standing in the doorway with Ben behind him. The moment our eyes connect, something in me unfurls. I haven’t seen him since he brought me home from the hospital and made sure I was settled. I missed him over the last twenty-four hours; I just didn’t realize how much until now.


  “She can’t sleep,” Rhonda tells him helpfully, and his brows pull together.


  “Would meds help?” he asks, stepping into the room towards me, but then stops and clenches his fists at his sides.


  My eyes lock on his hands and I feel my brows pull together. “I don’t know,” I mutter.


  “You need to sleep, Lea,” he says gently, and my gaze travels from his fists up to meet his eyes.


  “I know.” And I do know, but it’s not happening, not right now. Hopefully in a few days, when things settle down, I will finally be able to lie in the dark without hearing her.


  “Do you have Keith’s number?” he asks Rhonda as his eyes drop to the cookie in my hand. “Did you eat real food?”


  I narrow my eyes and sit up a little taller. “I did eat, and I don’t want the pills.” I turn from him to look at Rhonda. “You don’t need to call Keith.”


  “You need to sleep,” Austin growls, and my head swings his way.


  “I know this.” I grit my teeth.


  “You also need to eat.”


  I know he’s concerned, but it’s actually pissing me off right now. “I did eat, and if I feel like I can’t sleep, I’ll call Keith and talk to him about getting a prescription.”


  “Lea,” he sighs, running a hand over his beard, and guilt assaults me hard when I see the exhaustion in his eyes, and I wonder how long it’s been since he’s slept as well.


  “I know you are all worried about me.” I drop my tone, and my eyes to the table full of food. “It’s going to take some time, but I promise I’ll be okay.” And I will. It won’t be easy, but I will move on and past this pain. I have to; I can’t live like this.


  “It’s normal, Lea. There is no right or wrong way to grieve,” Rhonda says, getting up from her chair and coming to my side, wrapping her thin arms around me. I nod again then look at Austin as he steps toward me and runs his finger down my cheek, causing a rush of emotions to wash over me.


  “It will get easier,” he says, but I’m not sure if he’s talking about the loss of my mom or the way being around him makes me feel, but I hope he’s right about both.


  I sneak out the backdoor and take a seat on the steps, pulling in a lungful of much needed oxygen. I swear the whole town is inside my mom’s house. I know I said we should have a wake, but I had no idea how many people would show up. I should have thought about this better. Being around so many people, smiling and accepting condolences, isn’t easy, especially when every time I think about her or talk about her, I want to cry.


  “I was looking for you.” Austin says stepping out the backdoor and closing it softly behind him. After Rhonda and Ben left yesterday, Austin stayed behind with me and we sat on the couch watching TV until I fell asleep then he helped me to bed and left. Once he was gone I laid in bed looking at the celling for hours unable to sleep once again.


  “I just needed a minute,” I tell him, scooting over on the step, so he can step down, but instead of moving past me, he takes a seat next to me then wraps his arm around my shoulders, muttering, “Are you gonna be okay?”


  I turn to look at him, realizing how close he is, so close that I see the worry etched in his handsome features. “Yeah.” I duck my head, not wanting him to see the tears I feel lurking. “It’s going to take some time, and I know it may sound horrible, but I’m glad she’s passed. I hated the idea of her in pain. I didn’t want her to suffer.” I blink back tears while studying a piece of string on the hem of my sweater.


  “I know it’s not easy, but you have Ben, Rhonda, and me here if you need a shoulder to cry on, if you need anything at all.”


  “I know,” I agree, tilting my head back, causing our eyes to connect. I could still get lost in his eyes for hours, if given the chance.


  “Good,” he says quietly as his gaze drops to my mouth then lifts to meet mine again. I lean forward without thinking, whispering my lips across his in the barest of touches, feeling their soft warmth. His hand wraps around the side of my neck, pulling me closer, so his tongue can slide over the seam of my mouth. My lips part, and a whimper climbs up the back of my throat. As soon as the sound escapes, his body goes tight and he jumps away so fast that I almost fall off the side of the step.


  “Don’t.” The one word rips from him as his eyes flash with anger and confusion before he turns away. Tears of humiliation fill my eyes and my heart drops into my stomach as I watch him disappear around the corner of the house. After a couple minutes of fighting them back, I stand up and brush off my bottom, debating on how many people would notice if I just took off.


  “Hey,” Rhonda says, opening the door. Her eyes search my face and a frown forms on her mouth as she steps outside. “Are you okay? I just saw Austin take off.”


  “I messed up,” I tell her as dread fills me. I just lost someone who has become a great friend once again, and I did it without thinking. I don’t even really know what happened.


  “How did you mess up?”


  “I kissed Austin,” I tell her, but still feel the slide of his tongue across my flesh, the way his hand wrapped around the side of my neck, anchoring me to him.


  “You kissed Austin?” she hisses, stepping down onto the grass with me.


  “It wasn’t exactly a kiss.” I shake my head. “It was a wisp, but I leaned in and…oh, God.” I cover my face then look at her through my fingers. “He pushed me away and stormed off.”


  “Oh, shit,” she whispers.


  “I don’t even know why I did it.”


  “It’s okay.” She takes my hands, pulling them away from my face.


  “It’s not,” I whimper. “You didn’t see the look on his face when he realized what we were doing.”


  “Lea, it’s okay. Your emotions are high right now, and I’m sure Austin understands that.”


  She may be right, but there is no way I would ever be able to face him again, not after that. I know I’m a mess, but I really thought we were working towards something. I should have known from the emotions I would catch in his eyes that he wasn’t feeling the same way.


  “You’re right,” I lie, wiping under my eyes. “I just hate the idea of losing any of you.”


  “You’re not losing anyone, Lea, not anymore,” she says firmly.


  I go to her and wrap my arms around her, being careful of her belly, then whisper, “Thank you,” into her ear before pulling away.


  “This is what friends are for.” She smiles then takes my hand. “Now, let’s go back inside.” I nod and follow her into the house, where I spend the next two hours listening to people talk about my mom. I smile when I’m supposed to, and offer hugs when they are needed, but for the most part, I stand there surrounded by people, feeling completely alone.


  
    Chapter 8

  


  Austin


  I shoot back a shot of whiskey, letting the burn chase away the taste of Lea that lingers on my tongue. I shouldn’t have fucking kissed her. I should have resisted the urge, but her smell, her soft body, and the way she was looking at me pushed me forward. The way she looked at me like I was returning something to her that she lost fucked with my head.


  I loved that look. I loved looking into her eyes and seeing a light in them that was only mine, a look she gave me every time our eyes met, a look that made me want to go to her, sweep her up into my arms, and tell her everything would be okay. And it would be. I would see to it, but I need to know she is in this for the long haul, that her mother’s death isn’t what pushed her towards me, but that she came willingly on her own, because this is where she wants to be.


  “Thought you wanted her back, man?” Ben asks, stepping onto my boat. I knew it wouldn’t be long before he showed up, since I knew Rhonda saw me leave.


  “Not like that, bro.” I take another shot. “Not when I can still see the pain in her eyes from losing her mother.”


  “You fucked up. She needs you right now, and the way you left…” He shakes his head. “She’s fighting. I see it, but I also watched her disappear in a roomful of people. She’s lost, man.”


  “I can’t fix her,” I remind him. “As much as I want to, I can’t. I can help; I can be there for her, but I can’t fix her, brother, because the first time something happens, she’s gonna take off, and that’s not acceptable. Not this time, not when the love I felt for her then is nothing compared to what I feel now. So don’t think I don’t want her, that I don’t want back what was stolen from us, because I do.


  “I wanted her fifteen years ago, and I still fucking want her now. There isn’t a single part of me that doesn’t know she’s my future, but we have a lot of shit to deal with before we even think about heading down that path, because once we start, there will be no turning back. I need Lea strong enough to fight for us, and there is no way she is going to be able to do that while grieving over the loss of her mother.”


  “I don’t know about that.” He takes a seat on the side of the boat and runs his hand over his head.


  “So your saying you didn’t wait until Rhonda’s mess with her ex was over before you started perusing her?” I ask, already knowing the answer. Ben wanted her the moment he laid eyes on her, but he knew there was no way he was getting in there when she was still fucked up over her ex. And I don’t mean fucked up by still in love with him, I mean fucked up like he fucked with her head, verbally abused her until her self-esteem was almost nonexistent.


  “Okay, you’re right about that,” he says, then his phone in his pocket starts to ring and when he pulls it out, his brows draw together. “Hey, babe,” he says¸ and I watch his eyes snap up to meet mine then he shakes his head, running his fingers through his hair. “Fuck, what time did he get there?” He sighs, looks at me again, and stands. “We’re on our way now.”


  “What’s up?” I ask, following him off the boat.


  “You’re not going to believe who just showed up at Lea’s mom’s house,” he growls.


  “Rhonda’s ex?” I ask, thinking we somehow summoned the piece of shit.


  “No. Lea’s.”


  “Seriously?” Now it’s my turn to growl. “What the fuck is he doing there?”


  “Don’t know. Rhonda just said he knocked on the door. She knew who he was right away, because Josie had spoken about him and showed her pictures of them.” He stops, looks over his shoulder at me, and smirks. “Good thing you took a couple of shots; that should help keep your head on straight when we get there.”


  “Or not.” The buzz I was feeling moments ago is now long gone, replaced with a new kind of buzz, one that has my muscles tightening in anticipation. I don’t know Lea’s ex. But the fact that Lea had touched him, loved him, had a ring on her finger he had given her, causes me to feel something close to hate for the guy.


  It takes less than fifteen minutes to make it from my boat to Lea’s house, and when we pull up out front, a Toyota Camry is parked in the driveway. I know immediately it’s a rental from the airport. I crack my neck, open the door to Ben’s truck, and hop down. Without waiting for him, I step into the house and scan the living room. Lea is sitting on the couch next to Rhonda and a guy who is slim built, wearing dark jeans that look brand new, a fleece pullover, and sneakers. His dark hair is parted on the side. He looks like he would be in an Eddie Bauer catalog, like he never wore jeans in his life, went to the store, and had them dress him.


  “What’s going on?” I ask, and Lea’s head swings to me and her face pales.


  “Austin,” she whispers.


  “Austin?” the guy in the chair repeats, and his jaw starts to tic. “Figures he would be here.” He glares at Lea like he’s just proven a point.


  “You are?” I ask him, even knowing who his.


  His jaw grinds then a smirk forms on his face. “Her husband.” He stands and I raise a brow at Lea, who all of a sudden looks flustered.


  “Ex-husband.” Her eyes narrow and her hands turn to fists on top of her jean-covered thighs. “You still haven’t said why you’re here, Ken.”


  “We have a lot to talk about, and I needed to make sure you were okay. Your mom was sick then I heard she passed away, so when you didn’t answer my calls or texts, I decided to fly out here to check on you myself.”


  “I didn’t answer them, because I didn’t want to talk to you. We have nothing to talk about,” she tells him.


  “I’m worried about you, Peaches. You left, you haven’t talked to any of your friends, and you just cut yourself off from everyone, including me.”


  “Well, as you can see, I’m just fine, so you can leave.” She stomps to the door and pulls it open, swinging her arm outside.


  “Peach—”


  Her hand shoots up and the word cuts off. “Do. Not. Call me that.”


  “You loved that name.” He frowns, looking at her hand.


  Her head drops back and her eyes close in frustration. I move to her without thinking and pull her to me, palming the back of her head and tucking her into my chest.


  “You need to leave,” I tell him, holding Lea tighter when she tries to pull away from me.


  “You can’t tell me what to do. I want to talk to my wife.”


  “She isn’t yours anymore,” I growl, feeling my body wrap tighter around her.


  “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, if she wasn’t still mine? Too bad, because she is. I haven’t signed the papers. I wanted to see if we could work things out,” he says, and Lea, who is still in my arms, is frantically trying to get away from me, but if I don’t hold onto her, I’m liable to wrap my hands around the piece of shit’s neck.


  “You asshole!” she yells, pressing at my chest, but her eyes are on her ex. “You fucking asshole!” she screeches, breathing heavily. “Why are you doing this to me?” she whispers a few moments later, sounding defeated. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”


  My head dips, and I see her eyes are closed and her breaths coming in rough pants. Anger boils up inside of me. This is not what she needs right now, not with everything else that is going on. I look over the top of her head at Ben, who has his arm wrapped around a pale-looking Rhonda’s shoulders, and lift my chin. I pass Lea off to him then step in front of Lea’s ex, dipping my face towards his. “I’m gonna tell you one more time to leave, then I’m putting your ass outside.”


  “There are no rooms in town. I have nowhere to stay,” he says as his eyes flick from me to Lea.


  “You got a car,” I tell him, taking another step towards him, forcing him back.


  “I’m not sleeping in my car.”


  “Well, seeing how Lea is now mine,” I whisper, ducking my face closer to his so only he can hear me, “you’re not staying here.”


  “She’s not yours,” he hisses, bumping me with his chest.


  “She’s always been mine, and I think you know that, don’t you?”


  “Fuck you.” He pushes my chest, but instead of touching him, I use my size to force him another step back, then move to the side and shut the door in his face. I’ve been in my fair share of fights, but right now, in this moment, I feel volatile. I want to open the door back up and beat the shit out of him. I drop my head forward and try to push through the anger that is clouding my vision.


  “I hate him,” Lea whispers. I turn to look at her, her ass in on the couch and her head is in her hands.


  “Are you still married to him?” Rhonda asks softly, while rubbing her back.


  “No, I don’t know.” Her head lifts and our eyes lock. “I haven’t turned on my phone or checked my e-mail since I came home.”


  “Fucking asshole,” Ben grumbles then pulls the blinds down slightly to look outside.


  “Is he gone?” Lea asks.


  “No, the fucker is still sitting out there.”


  “Should we call the cops?” Rhonda asks, sounding afraid, and Ben’s big body freezes then turns to look at his wife.


  “No, babe. I don’t think he’s violent,” he tells her softly, stepping away from the window and getting down on his haunches in front of her.


  “He’s just stupid,” Lea says, reading the situation. Rhonda looks from Ben to her and nods, taking a relieved breath.


  “Go get your phone, baby,” I tell Lea, and her head swings my way. “I want you to call your lawyer and ask what the fuck is going on.”


  “Good idea.” She gets up off the couch and disappears down the hall, coming back a few moments later with a phone and a long charger, which she plugs into the wall and phone. “The battery’s dead,” she explains. That’s when I notice a slight blush on her cheeks and her bottom lip looks darker than normal, like she was biting it. The urge to kiss her again sits in my gut as I watch her.


  “I have fifty voicemails,” she mumbles absently then presses a couple more buttons and puts the phone to her ear. “Hi, Elaine, this is Lea. Is Tom available? Okay, thanks.” She looks up at me. “He’s there,” she says, so I nod while fighting back a smile; she’s so damn adorable.


  “Hi, Tom. Yes, I heard. He showed up here and told me the news,” she says, and her knuckles turn white as she listens to him talk. “No, I don’t want to be married to him anymore. That’s why I hired you and filed for divorce in the first place.” Her eyes close and her head tips back. “Well, if we have to do that, then please go ahead. Just send me the papers.” She sighs and her eyes open back up, locking on mine once again. “Okay, we’ll talk tomorrow. Thanks, Tom.” She lowers her head and drops her phone on the table. “He wasn’t lying. He didn’t sign, so now I have to file a petition with the courts.”


  “What a jerk,” Rhonda chimes in from her spot on the couch, where Ben has her tucked under his arm.


  “I just don’t understand why he’s doing this,” Lea says, sounding exasperated.


  “’Cause he’s a dick,” I remind her.


  “Yeah, he is. My mom hated him from the moment they met.”


  “Really?” That surprises me. I figured that at least at the beginning she must have thought he was good for her daughter. Good enough that she never told me where Lea was, good enough that she kept us apart for fifteen years.


  “She thought he was sneaky,” she furthers making me angry.


  “Why did you marry him then?” I growl, and her eyes swing from me to Rhonda and Ben before meeting mine again with tears filling them.


  “Sorry, excuse me.” She pushes past me, heading down the hall. My hands fist and I look at Ben, who jerks his head once. I know I need to keep my cool but I cant stand the idea of her with anyone and it pisses me off to know that he didn’t do right by her.


  “Fuck,” I mutter heading down the hall tapping the door once before entering her room finding her standing, facing the wall, with her head down and shoulders hunched.


  “Just give me a minute.” I hear tears in her voice and it cuts right through me.


  “Come here, Lea.” Her head shakes and her shoulders hunch farther.


  “Lea.”


  “No,” she whimpers like she’s in pain. “Why I married Ken isn’t something I can talk to you about.”


  “For now, I’ll let you have that play, baby,” I tell her, holding my spot near the door.


  “I just wish, for once in my life, things would go my way.”


  Those words crush me and force my feet to move to her. I spin her around and tuck her into the front of my body, resting my chin on top of her head.


  “It’ll get better, Little Lamb.”


  “I’m sorry about the kiss. I shouldn’t have done that. I don’t even know what I was thinking,” she whispers, pressing her face into my shirt-covered chest.


  “I kissed you back,” I remind her. Her head lifts and her beautiful eyes still wet with tears meet mine looking confused. “We have a lot of shit to talk about Lea.” I tell her softly while lifting my hand to push some of her hair out of her face and curve my fingers around her jaw. “The time will come for us to do that, but you’re right; right now isn’t the time. Right now, I want you to work on getting stronger.”


  “I’m tired of being strong,” she whispers then lowers head and her voice until it’s almost impossible to hear her. “I wish for once I was the one being taken care of.”


  Fuck me. Her saying those words kills me. My arms convulse around her, wanting to take her away, to protect her from everything and everyone. I never thought about it like that, never thought about how much strength she had to hold within her tiny body in order to survive losing her dad, to stay away from home, from me, to divorce someone she had vowed to love, to watch her mother die.


  That statement was a game changer. Lea needs someone to be strong for her, to hold her hand and show her the way. I know it won’t be easy, but I know that if we come out of this together, it would all be worth it. I will just have to deal with the fall out head-on when it happens, and pray this shit doesn’t blow up in my face.


  “You okay to go back out there?” I ask after a long moment, rubbing my hands down her back.


  “Yeah.” She nods, taking a step away from me and wiping her eyes again, then her head tilts back and our gazes connect. “Thanks for…” She swallows then more tears fill her eyes. “Thanks for being my friend,” she mumbles then ducks her head without giving me a chance to reply, and leaves the room.


  “He’s still sitting in his car out front. Should we call Zach and tell him he’s trespassing?” Ben asks, referring to one of our friends, who also happens to be the town’s sheriff.


  “Why don’t you and I go and have a talk with him?” I tell my best friend, watching as a grin forms on his face.


  “I’ll talk to him,” Lea says, walking past me toward the front door. I swing my arm out and wrap it around her waist, pulling her back to my front, then drop my mouth towards her ear.


  “You’re not going to talk to him.”


  “This has nothing to do with you, Austin,” she gripes.


  “I beg to differ, Little Lamb.” I set her behind me and open the front door, making it down the three steps to the gravel as Ken’s head lifts and his gaze meets mine through the windshield.


  “Austin!” Lea cries from behind me, and I turn, look over my shoulder, and tell Ben, “Hold her.” He lifts his chin and wraps an arm around her shoulders keeping her in place while Rhonda smiles at me.


  “Swear to God, Austin, I’m going to kick your ass!” she shrieks, making me laugh as I walk to the driver’s side door of Ken’s rental and tap the window.


  “There a reason you’re still here?” I ask once he has the window down a couple of inches.


  His jaw clenches and his hands wring the steering wheel. “There are no rooms available at any of the hotels in this fucking town.”


  I don’t doubt him. This town has two hotels, and every year, from the beginning of fishing season until the end, every single one of them gets booked. People reserve rooms a year in advance, if not more.


  “Don’t know what to tell you. Guess you should have thought about that before you flew your ass all the way out here.” I shrug, crossing my arms over my chest.


  “Fuck,” he groans, leaning his head back.


  “Exactly what did you think was going to happen when you got here? You gave her up, fucked around on her, and then you come here when her mom dies, and expect what?” I growl, wanting to put my hands around his neck. His teeth grind and he pulls his eyes from me to look through the windshield. That’s when I catch the look in his eyes, one I’m all too familiar with. Longing.


  “Think whatever you want, but you can’t even begin to comprehend how it feels loving someone, when they’re in love with someone else, when you’re there just to fill a void that is so gaping that you never even stood a chance. Don’t think I didn’t love her.”


  “The difference between me and you, man, is I wouldn’t have stepped out on her. I would have fought for us, even if that meant loving her enough for the both of us.”


  “You have no idea what I tried,” he snaps.


  “Doesn’t matter now.” I shrug and take a step back. “She’s home and she’s mine. Another difference between me and you, even if she wanted to get away from me, I would never let her.” And with that, I step back and tap the roof of his car. “You need to get off the property or I’m calling the sheriff.”


  He glares at me, but the car starts up and he backs out of the driveway. I stand there with my arms crossed over my chest, watching until he’s gone.


  “I can’t believe you just did that,” Lea says as I step back on the front porch.


  “Did you want him to stay here?” I ask, raising a brow, and her lips turn downward.


  “Well, no, but I could have told him myself to get lost.”


  “Yeah, you could have, but I did it for you.” A fire I haven’t seen in a while lights her eyes and her hands ball into fists.


  “Well don’t,” she growls then stomps back into the house, letting the screen door bang hard behind her.


  “Get your seatbelt on, babe. Looks like shit’s about to get real,” Ben says, wrapping his arms around Rhonda’s waist, resting his hand on her stomach.


  “Is it wrong that I’m actually excited to see what’s going to happen? It’s like watching The Notebook, only it’s real life,” she stage-whispers.


  “Jesus,” I groan, running my hand over my beard.


  “Well, it is.” She frowns then smiles. “Only you’re a lot hotter than Ryan Gosling.”


  “Did you just call Austin hot?” Ben growls into her neck, making her laugh.


  “You’re still hotter, honey,” she says on a grin then looks at me, concern transforming her features. “What changed?” she asks straight out.


  “You know I was going there,” I replied.


  “I know, but after what happened this afternoon, I just thought you weren’t sure anymore,” she says softly, looking into the house.


  “It’s not that, Ro,” I tell her quietly.


  “I know you’re a good guy, Austin, and I know you won’t hurt her on purpose, but tread lightly.”


  I lift my chin, not willing to talk about this shit with her. I have a feeling if she knew my plan, she wouldn’t like it much, but I’m not gonna turn back. I will deal with shit as it happens and pray everything works out in the end.


  “Go on in, babe,” Ben tells her, and she turns her head to look over her shoulder, placing a kiss on the underside of his jaw before opening the screen door and heading inside.


  “So, what’s the plan?” he asks, turning and resting his forearms on the rail of the porch.


  “Don’t really have one,” I mumble.


  “I can’t believe her ex showed up here.”


  “I can. Fifteen years have gone by, and in that time, I’ve had more women than I care to admit, but none of them even came close to giving me what she did, and I know that no one ever will.” I run my hands over my face then turn to look through the screen door. Lea is standing in the living room with her hands on Rhonda’s belly and a smile on her face that notches her beauty up tenfold. “He fucked up, and I’m not excusing what he’s done, but he took a shot at coming here and being her shoulder to cry on, thinking she didn’t have anyone, hoping he could somehow fill the void that runs deep inside her.”


  “Still, total dick move,” he rumbles, but my eyes are still on Lea as she smiles, roaming her hands over Rhonda’s stomach.


  “Yeah.” It was a dick move, but I got it. Sometimes in life, you’re only given the shot at something beautiful once, and when you have it in your grasp, you’ll do anything to keep it, even if you end up crushing it in the process. Watching Lea in this moment, I know this is where she is supposed to be. I hate we had fifteen years stolen from us, but know that if things go my way, we’ll have sixty to make up for it.


  
    Chapter 9

  


  Lea


  Lying in bed, looking up at the ceiling, as the light from outside shines in through the window, casting shadows on the bumpy surface I pray for sleep. Even though it’s after one in the morning, the night looks more like dusk. If I’m going to stay here, I’ll need to buy darker curtains and blinds, because I’m used to sleeping in pitch black and the light, along with my brain that never seems to shut off, is leaving me exhausted. I guess right now I have a good reason to not fall asleep.


  My ex-husband is in town—well, I guess he actually isn’t my ex. Then, Austin…I have no idea what is going on with him. Something has changed; I don’t know when, but I can feel it in his touch and see it in the way he looks at me. And that scares me more than anything has in a very long time.


  I roll to my side to face away from the window then hear a light tap, tap, tap coming from the front door. I frown then hear it again. Ben and Rhonda left around nine, and Austin stayed until ten only leaving then because he had to get up at four for an opener. When I walked him to the door he gave me a long hug and a kiss to my forehead then whispered his lips over mine before walking to his truck leaving me wanting more. Running my fingers over my lips absently I get up, turn on the light, and pull my oversized cashmere sweater off the back of the chair. Quietly going to the front window in the living room and peeking out through the blinds, seeing the car that Ken had driven here earlier today is parked out front.


  “Goddammit,” I hissed under my breath, looking at the door again when the tapping starts back up.


  “Lea, I know I shouldn’t have shown up. I know I should have signed those papers. I’m sorry, Peaches, but I really have nowhere to go. The hotels are all booked, and there are no available flights until Sunday. Can I please come in? I’ll sleep on the couch.”


  “This cannot be happening,” I mutter. There is no way I want to be in the same state as my ex-husband, let alone under the same roof, but I do know he is probably telling the truth about the hotels and the flights, so I feel conflicted and wish for once I didn’t have a conscience.


  I pull my bottom lip in between my teeth, debating what to do. Lights flicker through the dark living room, an engine cuts off, and a door slams.


  “What the hell are you doing here?” I hear come from Ken, and I frown at the door as loud banging starts.


  “Lea, open up.” Now Austin? Are you kidding me? What the hell is this?


  As soon as I open the door, Austin puts his hand on my belly, pushing me back into the house, then shuts the door behind him.


  “What are you doing here?” I frown.


  “I asked Zach to drive by and, if he saw Ken’s car, to call me,” he explains then glares at the door.


  “Lea, can I please talk to you alone?” Ken calls. My mind begins to race. This is not what I need—not tonight, not when I feel like my body is about to shut down from lack of sleep and stress.


  “He said he can’t get a flight until Sunday and that there are no rooms in town. I can’t just make him sleep in his car for two days.”


  “He’s not staying here unless I am,” He says and I can actually feel his rumbled words vibrate through my body making me tingle.


  “Pardon?”


  “You heard me.”


  I did hear him, but what the hell is going on? “This cannot be happening,” I groan in frustration once again.


  “No one’s sleeping in my mom’s room, and that only leaves the couch and my bed, so unless you’re willing to sleep with him,” I jerk my thumb towards the door, “this isn’t gonna work.”


  “I’ll sleep with you.”


  “No.”


  “Then I guess he’s sleeping in his car.”


  “Don’t you have to work tomorrow?”


  “I’m my own boss baby.” He shrugs.


  “Fine.” I should just make the jerk sleep in his car, but I would feel horrible the whole time. “Stupid conscience.” I mutter under my breath.


  Going to the door, swing it open, and look at my ex, a man I thought I loved, who I believed loved me, boy was I wrong. So completely wrong that, even now, guilt strikes me hard.


  “You can sleep on the couch,” I tell him and without waiting for him to reply I storm off down the hall to my room and shut the door. I don’t even want to contemplate Austin sleeping in my room with me, but I would be lying if I said I didn’t feel better knowing he was here in the house.


  Listening as a couple doors shut I take off the sweater, which leaves me in a pair of sleep shorts and a tank, and get into bed. Seconds after I lie down, my door opens and Austin steps into the room. His eyes roam over me then he turns off the light, but that does nothing to stop my eyes from seeing him slip his hooded sweatshirt off over his head then his shirt, leaving the large expanse of his chest exposed, showing off a tattoo I hadn’t known he had and flat abs, not overly defined, but definitely visible. Then his hands go to the buttons of his jeans and he pulls them down, leaving him in a pair of black boxer briefs that mold to the thick muscles of his thighs.


  His large body is imposing and almost predatory as he walks toward the bed. My eyes track his every movement, from the way his arms hang at his sides, to the way his muscles flex under his skin. We had sex when we were teenagers, and I loved the way he made me feel then, the way he was so large and rugged, always making me feel feminine and small. But this Austin is someone completely different. He doesn’t just take up the space in my room; he commands it looking at him now I can see the Viking ancestry in his features which only serve to make him more beautiful, and terrifying at the same time.


  As he nears the bed, I wonder how the hell we’re going to make this work. The queen size is large for me, and would be for two normal people, but with Austin’s bulk, I know it’s going to feel like we’re sleeping on a twin.


  “I gave him some blankets and shit out of the linen closet.”


  “Oh,” I didn’t even think about that, “thanks.”


  “Uh-hum,” he grunts, pulling the covers back and getting under. Immediately, I feel the heat from his body and his skin touching mine at our sides. The worst part is I can’t even ask him to scoot over, because he takes up the whole damn bed without even trying. Lying there awkwardly his body turns towards mine, his hand slides under my neck and his hand lays over my waist. My body and lungs freeze, but he doesn’t move again, so I turn to my side, facing the door, and tuck myself into a ball, bringing my knees up to my chest. Then I move the pillow so that it’s under my head, instead of Austin’s arm. I move again, kicking one leg outside the covers then roll slightly to my stomach, with one leg hitched up.


  “Christ,” he growls, putting his arm around my waist, pulling my back to his front until my body curves into his.


  “Austin,” I hiss his name and try to wiggle free, but his arm just tightens around me. I finally give up out of frustration and exhaustion, and fall asleep trying to ignore how good it feels to be in his arms.


  I wake up feeling hot, too hot, with a heavy weight pressing down on me. It takes a moment to remember I’m still in bed with Austin, but we had changed positions sometime during the night and now his body is now half on top of mine, his arm around me, his thigh over both of mine. I tilt my head back and look at the clock, seeing the red numbers reading a few minutes after six. I’m still tired, but had slept better than I have in a long time. I debate with myself on how to get out of bed then flip half the covers off causing Austin to grumble something, scoot back slightly, take his thigh off mine, but then wrap his arm tighter around me pinning me in place. My eyes start to feel heavy while I lie listening to the sound of his soft snore in my ear, and before I know it, I’m out again.


  The feel of rough hands moving up the backs of my thighs, over my backside, then settling above my ass has my eyes blinking open. “Baby, you gotta move,” is growled, and my heart begins to beat hard and my stomach knots. My legs are on either side of Austin’s waist, my core close to something thick and hard, my cheek pressing to his hair-covered chest. Realizing where I am I fly backwards, getting my feet tangled in the blanket, and fall off the bed onto my ass.


  “Shit,” leaves his mouth, and he somehow manages to pick me up as if I weigh nothing and brings me back onto the bed setting me in front of him and running his hands over me. “You okay?”


  I nod. I’m okay. My ego, not so much. I feel my face heat to a hundred degrees and I watch as a smile twitches his lips, then a roar of laughter shortly follows as he falls backwards onto the bed.


  “It’s not funny,” I huff then think about how crazy I must have looked and cover my mouth as uncontrollable laughter bubbles up the back of my throat.


  “Baby, that shit was funny as hell.” He laughs harder, making me pull a pillow from the bed and shove my face into it as I laugh loud, doubling over from the force of it. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks after his laughter has died down and I have taken my face out of the pillow.


  “Yeah, I’m fine.” I lower my face slightly, averting my eyes from his.


  “What time is it?”


  I look at the clock and feel my eyes grow in size. “Holy crap!”


  “What?” His head turns and he looks at the clock. “It’s only ten.”


  “I haven’t slept past six in forever,” I mumble, knowing he did that somehow, he made it possible for me to sleep.


  “You needed to sleep. I wasn’t gonna wake you, but I need to piss.” That reminder has my face, which had cooled, heating right back up again. It also makes me wonder how long I had been asleep on top of him, with him awake, before then.


  I watch him get out of bed, pick up his jeans off the floor, and put them on, my eyes training on the large bulge in his boxers before it’s covered up by the worn out denim material. Then he opens the door and slips out of the room. I sit there, wondering what the hell is going on in my head. My mom just passed away and I have an ache in my chest that I can’t seem to get rid of, but I also have this undercurrent of happiness flowing through me. It feels strange to be sad and happy all at once, but that’s what I’m feeling.


  I can’t remember the last time I laughed like that, laughed so hard my stomach muscles hurt from doing it. Getting out of bed I grab my sweater from my chair and wrap it around me then dig through my drawer to find a pair of my cashmere socks that go up to mid-thigh. When the door opens again, I steel myself from looking at Austin until he growls, “You’re not wearing those out there.”


  My head swings to him, and I frown and ask, “What?”


  “The socks.” He shakes his head and his mouth turns down in the corners. “You’re not wearing them out there.”


  “Why?”


  “Dick is still here.”


  “I haven’t forgotten that, Austin.” I roll my eyes and stand up after adjusting the soft material.


  “Take them off.”


  “No.” I cross my arms over my chest, but then my body is moving backwards, my calves hitting the bed, and I fall back with a bounce. “What the hell are you doing?” I screech as my feet are pulled up. I try to kick out, but he grabs both my legs with one arm around my thighs and pulls off one sock then the other as I struggle, rolling and thrashing back and forth. “Give them back!” I shout.


  “Fuck no. Wear normal socks.”


  “Oh, my God, give them back now.”


  “You’re not wearing the damn things, so get over it,” he snaps.


  “You can’t tell me what to wear!” I practically shriek.


  “Just did.” He says stepping away from me.


  “Austin, so help me, God.” I lean my head back in frustration. “Give them back right this second or I’m going to kick your ass.”


  “Try it, babe, and I’m spanking you,” he growls, leaning toward me.


  “You did not just threaten to spank me.”


  “Did, and will.” He crosses his arms over his bare chest and my socks dangle out of one hand.


  “Please give me my socks.” I try a different tactic, hoping my softer tone will make him see how stupid this is.


  “No.”


  “Fine.” I shrug, go to my drawer, and find another pair in a different color. I think I’m in the clear, when his hand snatches them away from me, adding them to the other two he already has.


  “Why are you being so ridiculous?”


  “I already told you; the dick is out there.”


  “So what does he have to do with you holding my socks hostage?”


  “I walked into the room and the first thing I thought was I want you in those socks and nothing else, with your long legs wrapped around my waist as I fuck you,” he snarls.


  My breath comes out in a sudden whoosh as the image of me underneath him, my legs around his hips, his face close to mine, our bodies in sync and sweaty fills my head. “Oh.”


  “Yeah, oh.” He shoves the socks back in the drawer and slams it shut then picks up his shirt off the floor, pulling it on over his head. I watch this, still stunned by what he just said. I know he told me he kissed me back, and I know something is changing, but admitting to wanting me isn’t something I planned on hearing from him ever again.


  “What’s going on?” I ask, not even sure if the words are loud enough to be heard. His eyes scan my face and he takes a step toward me, ducking his head to the side, causing his lips to brush my ear as he murmurs, “Something beautiful, Little Lamb,” before he steps back, presses his mouth to mine in the lightest of touches, opens the door, and walks out of the room, leaving me fighting to breathe. But for once, it doesn’t hurt.


  It takes me a few minutes to build up the courage to leave the room, but when I do, I walk into the kitchen, seeing something I never, ever thought I would. Austin is pouring himself a cup of coffee in his jeans, t-shirt, and bare feet, and Ken is standing with his back to the counter, leaning on it, with a cup of coffee in his hand, wearing much the same as Austin. Looking between the two of them I want to turn around and leave the small space before either of them can notice me.


  “You want coffee, baby?” Austin asks, and I look from him to Ken when I see his body go tight out of the corner of my eye. Turning my head our gazes connects, causing my insides to twist with unease. I don’t love him anymore. I honestly don’t even like him much as a person, but I did love him once. Maybe not with everything in me, but a part of me loved him enough to spend the rest of my life with him. But if I’m honest with myself, if things hadn’t happened the way they had, if he had been faithful to me I don’t know where we would be.


  I feel my nails dig into my palms, almost like I’m trying to grasp onto the feeling I had minutes ago. Those few minutes of happiness I had with Austin are being washed away by the look in Ken’s eyes. A warm palm touches my cheek, curving up and around my ear. I lift my eyes to meet Austin’s blue ones and my eyes slide closed as I exhale a breath, not fully understanding how one look, one small touch from him, can make everything else fade to nothingness.


  “Can I talk to you, Lea?” Ken asks, and my eyes squeeze shut before opening once more, but instead of seeing Ken, I see Austin, his concerned eyes searching my face.


  “Please?” Ken asks impatiently.


  “We have nothing to talk about. I spoke with Tom, and I’m filing a petition with the court.”


  “I don’t want to talk about that. I’ll sign the goddamn papers.”


  “Watch it,” Austin growls.


  “Can I talk to my goddamn wife?” Ken roars, and Austin is standing in front of him before I can even blink, their bodies chest-to-chest.


  “Do not raise your voice to her. She owes you fucking nothing.”


  Ken’s chest puffs up, but then his shoulders slump and his fingers squeeze the bridge of his nose. “I just want to talk to her.”


  I put my hand on Austin’s back, feeling his muscles contract and release from my touch. “It’s okay,” I tell him softly.


  “I’m not leaving you in here with him alone. If he wants to talk, he can do that with me standing here, or not at all.”


  “I’ll be okay.”


  “No,” he says firmly, and Ken’s coffee cup crashes down on the counter, causing coffee to slosh all over it.


  “I’m sorry, okay?” Ken growls, locking his gaze with mine. “I’m sorry I was never enough. I’m sorry I didn’t try harder. I’m sorry your mom died, and really fucking sorry I had an affair.”


  My heart starts to pound hard, causing a whoosh, whoosh, whoosh sound to fill my ears as he continues, “I’m so fucking sorry, Lea, and I know it doesn’t change anything, but you have to know that if I could go back in time, I would have done things differently.”


  Then his eyes go between Austin and me, and tribulation fills his features. “But it wouldn’t matter, would it? This is where you’re supposed to be.”


  With those parting words, he leaves the kitchen, and a few seconds later, the front door opens and slams shut causing me to flinch as the harsh sound vibrates through the house. Closing my eyes arms wrap around me, holding me tight, sheltering me. I don’t know how long we stay like that, but eventually, Austin lets me go, moving back to the coffee pot, pouring a cup, and handing it to me.


  “Talk to me.” He leans back against the counter, lifting his mug to his mouth, taking a drink. Though his pose is casual, his eyes are assessing. I can see him trying to read what I’m thinking, what I’m feeling only I don’t even understand what’s going on inside of me.


  “I don’t know if this is something I should be talking to you about.”


  “I know you were married to him, Lea. I know you loved him and fucked him. I don’t think you can tell me anything that’s gonna shock me.”


  “Okay then, I don’t want to talk to you about it.”


  “Talk to me,” he repeats.


  “I don’t remember you being so bossy or annoying,” I grumble, taking a drink of coffee.


  “Fifteen years ago, I wasn’t paying attention, and you got away from me. I wasn’t listening when you asked me if I ever wanted to leave this place, if I ever thought of doing something else with my life besides fishing. I’m not letting that happen again, Lea,” he says softly. Even as delicately as the words are spoken, they slowly cut me open, exposing old wounds, making me feel raw and vulnerable as I stand there before him.


  My nose stings and I fight back tears, still managing to ask, “What’s happening between us? One minute, you tell me you hate me, then I kiss you and you storm off. And then…then, this morning…” I let the last part hang as I lower my eyes so that he can’t see my face turn red like I’m a back to being a teenager instead of a grown woman.


  “I told you already that I don’t hate you.” His fingers under my chin bring my head up so our eyes meet. “I never have. Yes, the kiss took me by surprise. Your mom just passed away, and I don’t want you to use what has been building between us as a way to escape from the pain of losing her, but then regret it when you go back into your head again. As for you and me,” his face goes soft and his voice drops an octave, “we’re inevitable, Lea, and I know you feel it too. I’m drawn to you in a way that even if fifty years passed, I would still crave you on a primal level.”


  “I…” Words get lodged in my throat as I look at him. I know he’s right; so much has changed, while at the same time, whatever we had so many years ago is still alive, like a living, breathing thing. It had changed with time, but is still familiar.


  “Talk to me, baby,” he says again.


  I take a step back and lean on the counter, taking a sip of coffee while getting my thoughts in order.


  “I know it’s stupid, but I feel guilty. When I confronted him about his affair, he never apologized. He made me feel like I forced him into a relationship with someone else.” I can still feel his words like a smack in the face as he shouted them at me in our kitchen the day I saw a text between him and Courtney that was more than just business. “‘You don’t love me, so I found someone who does.’ That’s what he told me, when I asked him why.”


  “Can I ask you something?” I nod, giving him permission. “If this whole situation played out the same way, with your mom needing you home, but you were still married to him, would you come to me?”


  “Do you mean would I have an affair with you?” I question.


  “Yeah, would you have had an affair with me, would you explore things between us while you were married to someone else?”


  “No,” I say without even having to think about it. I may have wanted to, but there is no way I would do that. “When I took my vows, I took them seriously, in hopes that the feelings I felt for him would grow into more with time. I know I didn’t love him the way I should have, but I tried.”


  “That’s my point, Lea. He fucked up; you have nothing to feel guilty about. He should have told you straight up that he wanted a divorce before he went out and fucked around on you. That’s not on you. It’s on him. I know it sucked for you, but he fucked up, not you.”


  “I felt relieved,” I whisper, lowering my gaze once more.


  “Pardon?” He asks dipping his face towards mine so he can see my face.


  Clearing my throat, I lift my gaze to his and explain myself. “I felt relieved when I had a reason to divorce him.” I confess feeling tears drip onto my hands, which are gripping the coffee cup in my hands tighter.


  “Why didn’t you have kids with him?”


  I lift my head and my lips part. When Austin and I were young, we talked often about having children and the kind of parents we would be. I have always wanted to be a mother, and I wanted a baby with Ken, but he always told me the timing wasn’t right, that we should wait. He always had a reason not to try, until eventually I stopped talking to him about it, and it just became another ache deep inside me that would never be fulfilled.


  “I know you, Lea. I know you wanted kids. Not just one, but five, I can’t imagine you not making your desire known.”


  “I told him.”


  “And, he told you no?”


  “Yeah.” I shrug like it didn’t hurt every time I brought it up and he told me no.


  “What did he give you?” he demands harshly.


  “What?” I ask, confused.


  “What did he give you that would make you stay loyal to him?”


  “I don’t understand your question.” I shake my head.


  “He wanted your love, Lea. He had you, but still wanted more. But what was he giving to you that would make you love him with every part of you?”


  “He didn’t have to give me anything for me to love him,” I say, offended.


  His voice softens along with his face as he reaches out touching my cheek. “You’re wrong, baby. That’s what love is—two people fulfilling the needs of the other person, giving the person what they want, what they need,”


  “How can you feel like that?”


  “Because, Lea, I know what I would have done if it was me.”


  “But he wasn’t you.” And that is the point, isn’t it? No one would ever be Austin for me. No one would ever be able to fulfill the empty space I had inside me from his absence over the last fifteen years. No one but him


  “No one has ever been you for me either, baby,” he says, and I hold my cup a little bit tighter as his words wash over me, like a balm that soothes and heals. I have no idea where this will lead between us, but it feels good to have him here to talk to.


  “What about you?” I ask, studying him.


  “What about me?”


  “You know about my past, but I don’t really know much about yours,” I prompt.


  “I’ve had a few relationships, cared deeply about a few of the women I was with, and wanted to be able to take the next step with one of them, but could never do it.”


  I have a feeling I’m going to regret asking, but still, the words are out before I can think better of it, for the sake of my own heart. “What do you mean?”


  “Thought I was in love once. She was messed up over her ex, but I still believed that if things worked out in the end that she would be mine.”


  “Oh.” My heart drops into my stomach from a sharp, unexpected pain.


  “She moved away and ended up back with her ex, who she had a baby with. They worked things out and are still going strong. I cared about her; she’s a good woman, but we weren’t meant to be. I’m happy for her. She deserves happiness.”


  I lift my cup to my lips, taking another sip, not tasting anything as I swallow it down. I have no right to feel the tendrils of jealousy that are wrapping around me, but I do feel them, like a million barbs tightening around my stomach and lungs, strangling me.


  “We both have a past, Lea.” He says reading my face.


  “I know.” Looking at him now, I know how strong he is, so much stronger than me, and a much better person than I am. I don’t want to know about his past. I don’t want to hear about him loving someone else. Yes, I know that makes me selfish, but I hate the idea that he had a life without me. Yet, I’m still not brave enough to ask him why, if he had such a hard time being without me, did he not come for me. Honestly, I don’t want to hear the truth, whatever it may be. I would rather live in the moment and pretend there isn’t a million things we need to talk about, a million things that are standing between us.


  
    Chapter 10

  


  Lea


  “I can’t believe Ken and Austin stayed the night at your house,” Rhonda says, scooting back in the bed, resting against the headboard.


  This morning, after Austin and I talked and had breakfast, Ben called and asked if I could spend the day with Rhonda, because the doctor put her on bed rest and he didn’t want her to be alone. At that point Ken still hadn’t shown back up, and I honestly didn’t want to be there if he did, so I said of course and Austin dropped me off at their house, giving me a lingering kiss before taking off to do some work on his boat.


  “It was definitely strange,” I agree, sitting down on the bed next to her.


  “So Austin’s working?”


  “Yeah, he told me he doesn’t have another opener for a few days, but he wanted to get everything set up with the boat before then,” I say, and she nods then her eyes go soft in concern.


  “How was breakfast with both of them there?” she asks curiously.


  “We didn’t have breakfast. We had coffee, and coffee turned into Austin flipping out and Ken apologizing for being a dick during our marriage then storming out of the house.”


  “Is he staying at your place tonight?”


  “I would guess yes, unless he decides to sleep in his car, which I know he won’t,” I say, not looking forward to that for the second night in a row.


  “Austin will be there with you.”


  “I know.” I close my eyes in relief and lean my head back against the headboard.


  “Do you want to talk about what’s going on between you and Austin?” she asks gently, and I roll my head to the side to look at her.


  “I think we’re still trying to figure it out.” I sit up, feeling a weight in my stomach, and I wring my hands together on my lap. “Do you think it’s weird that I’m falling in love with him?” I ask quietly.


  “No,” she states immediately and firmly. “In high school, everyone knew you guys were the real deal, and even though you have been apart for the last fifteen years, nothing has changed. Yes, you guys have a lot to talk about and some major shit to work through, but anyone who’s in the same room with you two for more than a few minutes can see and feel the love that you have for each other.”


  “I’m afraid.”


  “I can understand that, but if you push through your fear, I think you can have something really beautiful.” I let her words sink in while she reaches over, picking up the remote control, then turns on the TV. “Do you want to watch the Notebook?”


  “I’ve never seen it.” I shrug, and her eyes grow huge.


  “Well, grab a box of tissues, ’cause you’re gonna need it.”


  “I’ll be okay,” I tell her, kicking off my shoes and tucking my feet under me on the bed getting comfortable.


  “What the hell is going on?” Ben asks, stepping into the bedroom, where Rhonda and I are lying with are eyes red and puffy from crying.


  “Your wife made me watch the Notebook,” I choke out on another sob, covering my face.


  “Fuck, seriously, babe?”


  “It’s a great movie,” Rhonda answers on a cry.


  “It…it’s so sad and so beautiful,” I cry harder, dabbing my eyes with one of the many tissues scattered around me.


  “Jesus,” Ben says, shaking his head, looking between the two of us like he doesn’t know what to do.


  “I’m hungry,” Rhonda blurts, and Ben chuckles, placing his arms on the bed on either side of her.


  “What do you want to eat babe?”


  “Corndogs with mustard and jalapenos from The Wheelhouse.” She says immediately.


  “You got it.” He kisses her nose then turns to look at me. “You want anything?”


  “No, but do you mind dropping me at home on your way through town?” I ask picking up my mess.


  “Wolf should be done soon,” he replies standing.


  “I know, but I don’t want him to rush, and I have some stuff at the house I need to get done.”


  “You gonna be okay baby?” He asks Rhonda who nods and he bends double kisses her once more as I get off the bed and slip on my shoes. Walking around the bed I wrap my arms around her, muttering, “See you later,” before pulling away and following Ben out of the room to his truck.


  When we reach my house Ken’s car is nowhere in sight, and I breathe a sigh of relief that I don’t have to deal with him right now.


  “Thanks for the ride, and let me know if you need anything,” I tell Ben as I unhook my seatbelt.


  “Thanks for hanging out,” he smiles, and I nod then hop out of his truck, waving him off as I step into the house and lock the door behind me.


  Setting my bag and keys on the table near the door, my step falters and my heart begins to beat hard. I haven’t had a lot of time to think about my mom not being here since she’s passed away. There has always been someone around to distract me from the silence, but walking into the quiet house and coming face-to-face with nothing, I realize she will never greet me again. We will never have another conversation. She is gone and I am alone. My breath chokes out as I slide down the door to my ass and bring my knees up to my chest, wrapping my arms around them, and cry. I don’t know how long I sit there crying, but I hear a car pull up outside, a door slam, and feet on the wood of the porch before a knock on the door. I wipe my face with the inside of my shirt and stand on shaky legs, opening the door.


  “Baby, what the fuck happened?” Austin asks, and before I know it, I’m up in his arms and wrapping myself around him, wanting to crawl inside his skin to hide from the pain.


  “It’s so quiet,” I whimper into his neck. “She’s gone.”


  “It’s okay, baby. Let it go; I’ve got you,” he says, and I cry harder into his neck as everything I have been holding in boils to the surface.


  “I’m so alone,” I tell him as his body doubles and he sits on the couch with me in his lap.


  “You’re not alone,” he grunts, settling his hand on the back my head, sheltering me.


  “Please don’t leave me.” I beg.


  “I’m not going anywhere,” he says, making me cry even harder. I don’t deserve him, not after leaving him. But I can’t help myself from desperately begging him not to leave me. “You have me always, Little Lamb.” His arms wrap tighter around me, anchoring me to him as I cry until I can’t cry anymore.


  By the time my tears have dried up, my body is exhausted and my eyes feel like they have sand in them. Austin carries me to bed and crawls in behind me, hugging me until I fall asleep.


  I wake up with a headache from crying and the room lit with sunlight. I take a moment to lie there, then hear voices coming from somewhere in the house. Getting up, I pull off my sweater, leaving me in a thin shirt and my jeans, and walk into the living room, where Ken and Austin are sitting, talking quietly. I don’t think I will ever get used to seeing them in the same room.


  Austin’s head comes up, our gazes connect, and his face goes soft. “Hey.”


  “Hey,” I repeat then look down at my sock-covered feet, feeling suddenly awkward after the way I broke down earlier.


  “Dinner’s almost done. Are you hungry?”


  I nod then wrap my arms around my waist as I bring my head back up, but looking at Ken this time as I feel his eyes burning into me.


  “I got an earlier flight. I just stopped by to tell you I’m leaving, and when I get home, I’ll sign the papers.”


  “I appreciate that.”


  His face goes soft, and a look I haven’t seen from him since we first started dating fills his eyes. “E-mail me sometime, just to tell me you’re okay.”


  “Sure,” I lie, knowing this is the last I will ever talk to him again. He gets up off the couch and walks to the door, stopping and turning back to me. My body stiffens, expecting him to embrace me, but instead, he leans in, kissing my forehead.


  “Take care of yourself, Lea.”


  “You, too,” I murmur, watching as he opens then closes the door behind himself. My heart doesn’t even tug knowing I will never see him again.


  “How are you feeling?” Austin asks, wrapping his strong arms around me from behind.


  “Okay…better.”


  His lips brush over my temple then my ear before settling on the curve of my neck, where he mutters, “Good.”


  “Sorry about earlier.”


  He turns me in his arms and his eyes search mine. “I’m not.” His hands come up and he holds my face gently, and my hands move to his sides. “Next time, you call me when you feel like that.”


  “It happened suddenly,” I say, looking away from him.


  “I know, but if it happens again,” he gives me a slight shake, “you call, and I’ll stop whatever I’m doing to come to you.”


  “I don’t want to burden you.”


  “You’re not a burden, and don’t spew that shit at me, ’cause all it does is piss me off, baby.”


  I feel a frown form on my lips and my eyebrows pull together. “How does me not wanting to burden you piss you off?”


  “As your man, it’s my job to take care of you, Lea, even if that means I’m just a shoulder for you to cry on when you need it.”


  “Oh,” I whisper, because he just said he’s my man, and that statement causes my whole body to light up from the inside out.


  “Yeah, oh,” he says, still sounding annoyed.


  “Umm…” I look over his shoulder, and his fingers pressing in on my cheek bring my eyes back to him. “I didn’t know.”


  “Didn’t know that you’re mine.” He asks and I nod.


  “You’ve always been mine but you gotta help me take care of you, Lea.” His tone and the way those words wrap around me have my body melting into him, pressing my chest to his, and sliding up on my tiptoes to get closer to him.


  “I like that you want to take care of me,” I say and he grunts, pulling me closer to him, then lowers his mouth down to mine, licking across my lips while coasting his hands over my backside, palming my ass and pulling the lower half of my body tighter against his.


  “You need to eat,” he groans, ripping his mouth away from mine, but instead of stepping back, one hand fists a handful of my hair, pulling back, and his mouth travels down the side of my neck, causing wetness to spread between my legs. My fingers clutch onto his biceps, trying to keep balanced as a deep wave of desire pulses through me.


  “Austin,” I whimper as he kisses back up to my mouth.


  “I’m here, baby,” he growls, lifting me off my feet. My legs wrap around his hips and he turns my back to the wall, the hard outline of his erection hitting me right between the legs as he presses against me.


  “Yes,” I moan loudly as his head bends and his teeth scrape against my nipple through the material of my shirt and bra. My hands that had been on his shoulders scrape through his hair, pulling at the roots.


  “We gotta slow down.”


  “Yeah,” I agree, dropping my mouth down to his, biting his lower lip, and pulling it hard.


  Then he’s gone. I blink a couple times and lean back against the wall, trying to catch my breath as I watch him stand a few feet away, breathing the same as I am, his chest heaving as he tries to catch his breath.


  “Fuck,” he groans, palming himself through his jeans and shifting his erection to the side. “Go into the kitchen, baby. I can’t look at you like you are right now, so I need you to go into the kitchen and give me five minutes to get myself under control.”


  Swallowing, my eyes drop to his bulge again, and his growl echoes through the room, causing me to jump and scurry out through the doorway to the kitchen. I press my back to the wall, closing my eyes, willing my body to calm down, and thankfully, when Austin comes into the kitchen five minutes later, we have both calmed enough that we are able to sit together, have a quiet dinner before moving to the couch to watch a movie. I don’t ask Austin to stay the night again, but don’t complain when he takes me to bed and gets in with me.


  I wake with Austin’s breath brushing my ear, his hand wrapped around my breast, my leg cocked out at the hip, with his leg tangled with mine. Ken never held me at night, even after sex. He would roll to his side and fall asleep. He never cuddled unless he was using it as a form of foreplay, so waking up having Austin wrapped around me two days in a row gives me a glimpse at what my life would have been like if things had been different.


  Wrapping my hands around his arm I try to lift it so I can fix my tank top, which only gains me a squeeze from him, making my core tighten in response.


  “Go back to sleep.” His words brush against the shell of my ear, making my nipples harden into sharp points below his palm and my lips part on a gasp.


  Hearing the sound his breathing changes, becoming deeper, he drags my tank top off over my head. Then his thumb slides over my nipple, causing my back to arch and his hips to press into my side, where I feel his erection.


  “Austin,” I breathe.


  He grunts, giving me another swipe over my nipple before slowly sliding his hand up, wrapping it around the column of my throat then down, covering my other breast, palming it and pulling my nipple between his fingers, giving it a gentle tug. The roughness of his palm traveling down over my stomach, causes my muscles to contract and my nails to dig into his arm.


  “Give me your mouth.”


  Belly dipping I tilt my head back, catching his mouth with mine. His tongue thrust between my lips tangling with mine as his fingers slide under the waistband of my sleep pants then over my pubic bone, rolling one finger over my clit, pulling a mewl from the back of my throat.


  “You’re soaked, Little Lamb,” he grunts, entering me with one finger, forcing a moan from me, and my hips to lift off the bed.


  His mouth leaves mine and our eyes stay locked as he drags my wetness up, circling my clit. My breathing changes and my chest heaves as something builds below the surface of my skin.


  Raising over me, his head dips, and his mouth latches onto one nipple, pulling deep as his fingers slide lower, entering me with one then two fingers. My body draws tight, every muscle tensing as his mouth leaves my nipple, only to blow a cool breath across the surface before traveling to my other breast licking along the way causing my core to clutch at his fingers. Rolling is thumb over my clit, my hands move from his arm, one going to his hair and one traveling down his chest into his boxers, wrapping around him, feeling silk over steel, pumping twice.


  Leaving my breast his eyes lock with mine. I’m so close my eyes squeeze shut and a deep pull starts in my lower stomach that expands, sizzling throughout my body like a slow-moving fire.


  “Look at me.” Opening my eyes our gaze locks and his eyes travel over my face, breasts, and stomach then back up to meet mine again. “You’re so beautiful,” he groans as my thumb slides over the head of his cock. “Even more beautiful now than you were fifteen years ago.”


  “Austin,” I moan as his fingers move more quickly, turning that slow burning fire into a blazing inferno. My back arches off the bed and my core begins to convulse around his fingers. Covering my mouth with his a guttural moan climbs up the back of my throat. My fingers clutch at his hair and my hand stills on his cock as wave after wave of my orgasm takes over my body.


  Coming back to myself, our mouths are still locked, my hand still wrapped around him, and his fingers still sliding in and out of me slowly. I’ve had plenty of orgasms, but I have never had an orgasm like the one that just rocked through me, one that woke up every single cell in my body.


  Pulling my mouth from his I suck in a lungful of air then whimper as his fingers leave me and he places both of them in his mouth, licking them off, then licks across my mouth, letting me taste myself and him. My hand on him starts to pull up and down, running my thumb over the head of his cock. His hand wraps around mine, pulling it away, bringing it to his mouth and pressing a kiss to my fingers.


  “I—” I begin to complain, but he cuts me off.


  “The first time I come with you, I’m doing it deep inside you, not in your hand.”


  “Oh,” I whisper, and a smile twitches his lips and he leans in, kissing me one more time before planting his elbow in the bed near my head.


  “You okay?” My recent orgasm, his soft voice, and his fingers running down the side of my face relax me deeper into the bed.


  “Yeah, are you?” I lift my hand, pushing his hair away from his forehead.


  “Oh yeah.” He leans in and presses another kiss to my mouth before leaning back again. “You wanna spend the night at my house tonight?”


  “On the boat?”


  “No, bed’s getting delivered to the house today. The kitchen was just completed, so I want to spend the night there with you.”


  “I don’t know,” I mutter, feeling conflicted, wondering if we should slow down a little. There is so much we still haven’t talked about, and I can feel it in the air between us like a coiled snake that, at any moment, will strike out, disrupting what we’re building.


  “I want you with me tonight. I want to wake up with you in the morning. We don’t have to do anything, Lea. I just need to know you’re close,” he says, and my body melts under his stare.


  “Okay,” I agree, leaning up and pressing my mouth to his in a quick kiss.


  “You gonna be okay today, when I go out to do some work on the boat?”


  “Yeah, I need to do some stuff here, and then I need to go talk to the bank about the loan for the office.”


  “I’m glad you’re home, Little Lamb.”


  Home. Even without my mom here, being with Austin does make this feel like home. I just hope I’ll be able to fight through the feelings building deep within me when the time comes.


  
    Chapter 11

  


  Lea


  I pull up in front of Austin’s house and look up through my windshield, smiling at the deck, where I can see Austin standing, looking down at me, waiting.


  Today had been a really good day. After Austin left, I started going through some of my mom’s stuff that she hadn’t had a chance to go through before she was too sick to do it herself. I hated watching her getting rid of stuff while she was alive, asking what I wanted to have and what she could give to Goodwill, but now that she’s gone, I know she did it for me, so I wasn’t left sifting through memories alone.


  After I went through some boxes of pictures and paperwork, I went to the bank and set up the paperwork for my loan. When I walked into the bank, I was surprised to see Shelby. We were friends in high school, but like everyone else from my past, I had lost contact with her. Surprisingly, she wasn’t mad, and even seemed to understand why I left.


  She too had just come back into town after being gone since before graduation. I knew that she left shortly after her and her high school boyfriend Zach, who is now the sheriff, gave their baby up for adoption. I didn’t know much about her story, though I could still see pain in her eyes when she spoke about moving back. Then she brought out pictures of her son, who had just turned seven, and her pain transformed into something completely different, something I knew only a parent could understand, like whatever she was feeling was worth it, because she had her child with her.


  “You gonna sit out here all night, or are you gonna come inside?” Austin asks, scaring me as he opens my door. I was so caught up in thinking about today that I didn’t even realize he had come down the stairs.


  “I’m coming inside.” He brushes his mouth over mine then presses the button for my seatbelt, unlocking it, then pulls me out with him, slamming the door.


  “Do you have a bag in the trunk?”


  I shake my head no and then show him my purse. “I have panties and a toothbrush. I figured I could wear one of your shirts to bed.”


  “Or nothing.” He smirks, making my insides flutter, and a blush creep across my cheeks and down my neck.


  Clearing my throat, I step away from him, open the back door, and lean inside, pulling out the bags I did bring.


  “What’s this?” he asks.


  “I figured you didn’t have anything here to cook, so I stopped off at the store and got some basics, and I also picked up stuff to make you dinner.”


  “You’re gonna cook for me?”


  “Well, I’m going to put a premade lasagna in the oven, open a bag of salad, and cut up some French bread.” I shrug.


  “Smart ass.” He slaps my ass.


  “I didn’t think you’d have any stuff to cook with here.”


  “I have one pan and a coffeemaker.”


  “I knew it.” I smile as he takes the bags from me and I follow behind him inside.


  “Do you want a glass of wine?”


  “Yes, please.” I slip off my coat, laying it on the end of the large island, and walk around, taking the stuff out of the bags he brought up for me. Once I have the lasagna unpacked, I turn on the stove and place it in the oven.


  “I have something for you outside.”


  “You have something for me?” I ask, but instead of explaining, he just takes my hand and leads me to the deck, where there is a large telescope set up with a red bow on it.


  “This is the perfect place for you to use it.” His hand tugs mine, but my feet are frozen to the ground below. This is something I had dreamt of, a wish I shared with him, something I never, ever believed I would have, and yet, here I am, in the house I fell in love with when I was a little girl, with the man who holds my heart, and he’s giving me a piece of a dream I never believed would come true.


  “You got me a telescope?” I whisper, looking from the equipment to Austin.


  “I did.”


  “You remembered.” I close my eyes briefly, overwhelmed with emotion.


  When I open them again, his eyes go soft and he takes a step toward me, touching my cheek. “I remember everything, Lea, every conversation, every touch, every kiss, every single thing about you, about us. I remember it all.”


  It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask him what happened, why he didn’t come after me, why he let me go, but I can’t. I don’t want to ruin the moment, so instead, I step toward him and wrap my arms around his waist, laying my head on his chest and say a quiet, “Thank you.”


  He grunts, making me smile, and I pull back, looking at the telescope then the sky, which is just turning dusky. “I wish it was really dark.”


  “In a few months, you’ll have hours of darkness to sit outside under the stars,” he tells me.


  “True, but I’m still going to use it tonight,” I say as I get up on my tiptoes and kiss him, and he smiles against my mouth.


  “Mom and Dad are coming this weekend. They’re driving a bunch of furniture down from Anchorage for me,” Austin says as I snuggle in his lap on one of the deck loungers, where we came out to sit after we ate dinner standing in the kitchen.


  “That’s nice.” I hug my sweater closer around while looking out at the ocean, watching as the sun sets on the horizon.


  “How do you feel about having dinner with them and me?” he asks softly, almost like he’s concerned about my response, and my body, which had been relaxed, tenses up.


  “I don’t know.” I lift my glass, taking another sip of wine so I can keep my mouth occupied. Austin’s mom wasn’t always the nicest person in the world when we were dating. Don’t get me wrong; she loves her son and is a great mother, but she did not like me at all and made it known regularly. His hand comes under my chin, tilting my head back, forcing me to look at him.


  “Some of the people around town have already filled her in on the status of our relationship,” he informs me.


  “Great,” I grumble, making a smile twitch his lips.


  “Just dinner,” he says quietly.


  “Sure,” I agree, but promise myself I will go stand out in the cold in nothing but a towel, with wet hair, so by the time she gets here, I will have pneumonia and will be unable to have dinner with her.


  “It’ll be fine.”


  “I know. You’ll be there with me, so I’m not worried about it.” I try to smile, but I’m pretty sure it comes off as a grimace.


  Snuggling back down, resting my head under his chin he mutters. “She hasn’t liked anyone.”


  “Pardon?” I ask, tilting my head back to meet his eyes again.


  “There hasn’t been one woman I’ve dated or been with that she’s liked. Honestly, she would bring you up in front of them, telling them our story, making it sound like some kind of romantic tragedy.”


  “She hated me,” I remind him shaking my head.


  “She hated all of them more, baby.”


  “I’m totally not taking that as a compliment,” I mutter, making him chuckle.


  Shaking my head I relax back under his chin watching as the sunsets completely, leaving a pinkish hue in the sky.


  “Are you tired?” he licks against my neck, causing goose bumps to break out across my skin and my nipples to harden.


  “No.” I smile, pressing my neck closer to his mouth.


  “Hmm.” I feel his smile then we’re up and moving into the house, going through the empty living room, up the stairs, and to the bedroom, where he lies me on the bed.


  “I need to change,” I tell him, trying to sit up, but his hands on either side of me and his body over mine cage me in, preventing me from moving.


  “All you brought were panties and a toothbrush,” he reminds me, while his hands slide under the edge of my shirt, running over the skin of my stomach.


  “I know.”


  “You have nothing to change into.”


  “Oh,” I whisper as his mouth lowers to mine, pulling my bottom lip between his before traveling it down my neck and pulling open my sweater, pushing it off my shoulders, leaving me in my loose-fitting spaghetti-strap tank. Then his hands are on the buttons of my jeans, opening them up so the small V of my cream lace panties is showing.


  “Austin,” I whimper as his mouth lowers over my lower belly and he nips the skin there, sending a zing of arousal to my core. Gripping my jeans he drags them down over my ass and hips, his warmth leaving me only long enough to toss the jeans behind him to the floor. When his body is covering mine again, I put my hands in his shirt and pull up, thankful when his hands go behind his head and he removes his black thermal, adding it to the pile on the ground.


  Before I have a chance to mourn their loss, his hands are back on me, traveling up my sides, taking my top with them as they move up over my breasts discarding that piece of clothing behind him as well. Standing back his eyes devour me from head to toe, rumbling something under his breath he runs his fingers along the edge of my bra, between the creamy lace material and my skin.


  I lie there, entranced by his expression. My body feeling warm everywhere his eyes touch. When his fingers trail from my breasts, over my stomach, around my belly button, then along the lace of my panties, my back arches toward him, offering myself up to his touch, like some kind of pagan sacrifice.


  “You tell me if you want to stop,” he says, and my gaze trains on his. I nod once, knowing there is no way I will ever ask him to stop touching me. His body comes to rest over mine and his lips touch my mouth, my chin, and then his fingers pull down the straps of my bra at my shoulders, placing open-mouth kisses across my skin. I sit up slightly as he reaches behind me, unhooking the garment, and when his eyes take in my breasts, my nipples pucker in anticipation. His fingers skim over the hard peeks, making me whimper again.


  The first touch of his mouth on my skin has my body coming off the bed and my legs wrapping around his hips, anchoring him to me. His large, rough hand cups my other breast, making my body writhe under him. Running my fingers through his hair his mouth moves back to my other breast, sucking deep causing my core to tighten.


  My head presses back into the pillow, and my body lights up as his hand travels down between my legs. He grunts again as his fingers slide over the lace still covering my core. I’m so wet that I know the delicate material is soaked.


  My head lifts off the pillow watching as he kisses down my body before kneeling on the floor between my spread legs. Covering me through the lace with his mouth my eyes widen in surprise.


  “Austin,” His eyes meet mine. I know it’s ridiculous, because I’m a thirty-three-year-old woman, but I have never had anyone do this to me, and even though my body is primed, the situation feels awkward. I watch his eyes heat further as understanding fills his features. How he knows what I’m feeling and thinking, I have no idea, but he does.


  “No ones ever ate your pussy baby?” He asks against my core.


  “No,” I whisper.


  “Not even one little taste?” he asks, turning his head to kiss the inside of my thigh.


  “Never.” I shake my head franticly.


  “So it’s all mine?” He pulls the lace to the side and bites the lips of my pussy.


  “Yes.” I whimper.


  “Your not gonna deny me this are you baby?” He asks as his tongue licks up my center.


  Oh.


  My.


  God.


  “No,”


  I attempt to relax my body and watch as his nose runs over my core, and then his teeth nip, making my body fall back onto the bed. A loud riiiip sounds through the room, startling me as cool air bushes across my sex.


  The wet skim of his tongue sliding up from my entrance to my clit makes my fingers tangle in the sheets on the bed, and my hips lift and follow the feeling. Then he does it again and again, creating a weight in my belly that my whole being begins to reach for.


  One finger enters me, tearing a loud moan from the back of my throat. My hips press closer to his mouth, and my hands rise above my head as my core begins to squeeze in sync with my heartbeat when he enters me again, but this time with two fingers. He rolls them over my g-spot while his mouth latches onto my clit. I come hard and loud, my body pressing deeper into the bed, my legs closing in around his ears, unable to take anymore stimulation as wave after wave of bliss floats through my body.


  When I come back to myself, his body is over mine, his jeans gone, and I’m able to see all of him for the first time. His shoulders and chest are broad with tattoos of waves and a ship covering them; his waste is tapered, his muscles firm. One hand presses down on my thigh as I wrap my other around his hip and pull him closer to me. Locking his eyes between my legs his hand wraps around his cock, which is thick and long, the veins all pronounced and the head a deep purple. Sliding it through the wetness, tapping my clit twice, causing another moan to fall from my mouth.


  “Tell me this is mine, Lea.” My eyes roam over him. His body is tense and his brows are drawn together; he looks like an ancient Viking warrior.


  “I’ve always been yours,” I tell him honestly, and then he’s in me. His body stills, giving me a moment to catch my breath and adjust to his size. I feel completely full and stretched, it’s like nothing I ever felt before.


  “Fuck,” he grunts then leans closer so his mouth is inches from mine and we’re sharing the same breath. “You’re so tight…so fucking tight and wet.” His body stills and his forehead lowers to my collarbone. “Condom, fuck.”


  I pull my other leg up around his hip and place my hands on his face until his eyes are on mine. “I…I’m on birth control.” I lick my lips that have suddenly gone dry.


  “I haven’t ever gone without,” he groans, digging his fingers into the flesh of my thighs.


  “Me neither,” I whisper, leaning up to nip his chin.


  Pulling his hips back he thrust forward, causing my breath to hitch. He leans over me, cocooning me with his body, bending his head and pulling my breast into his mouth as his hands wrap around my thighs, gripping them tightly. My breath becomes ragged as his smell and the feel of him in and on me takes over, setting off sensory overload.


  Leaving my breast with a pop his tongue is thrusting into my mouth, and my hands that had gotten tangled in his hair hold on tighter. Then I’m flipped to my belly, my hips lifted high, and he enters me again, palming my ass, smacking one cheek, and then moving his hand up my back to my neck, while his other hand snakes around my waist, his fingers rolling over my clit.


  I press back into him hard, each thrust causing my core to tighten, pulling me closer to something unlike anything I have ever experienced in my life. Just when I feel myself ready to lose it, he pulls out and flips me around. Wrapping his arm around my waist, he settles me deeper into the bed, his eyes lock with mine, and he enters me slowly, kissing me again, this time softer.


  The moment feels suspended in time as our bodies work in sync, building into something that will destroy us both before putting us back together again. wrapping my legs tighter around him his arm slides under one thigh, changing the angle, hitting something different, something that has my body stringing tight and my back bowing off the bed.


  Catching my mouth again his pace quickens. I know he’s close to coming; I can feel it like it’s my own. His hand travels to my inner thigh and his thumb zeroes in on my clit, circling. My hands move to hold onto his shoulders then down to hold his ass, feeling his muscles bunch as his thrusts increase in speed.


  “I’m…”


  “Give it to me,” he rumbles as my nipples scrape against his chest and his cock hits just right, over and over, until my body explodes around him, my core convulsing, pulling him deeper into me and drawing his orgasm from him like it belongs to me. I hold onto him tighter, never wanting to let go, never wanting to forget this moment, knowing I have never been closer to a single person in my life than I am to him right now.


  Our bodies are one as they float away, intertwining into a single entity. His mouth on my eyelids, nose, and lips brings me back into myself. I wrap my shaky limbs tighter around him, not ready for us to separate. Our heavy pants are the only sounds to be heard as we lie there holding each other tight. My legs begin to loosen as my body succumbs to exhaustion.


  “I’ll be right back,” he says as I tighten my body around his when I feel him begin to pull out of me.


  Nodding, I loosen my limbs and lie back on the bed. He tosses a blanket over me, kissing me once more. I turn my head and track his movements. The light to the bathroom turns on then the sound of a sink fills the quiet room before the light flicks off and his feet pad against the hardwood floors, bringing him back to me.


  Once he’s at my side, he pulls the blanket back and spreads my legs slightly, taking the towel and wiping gently between my legs. Tears fill my eyes as the tenderness of his touch soaks into my system like a drug. There is nothing better than being taken care of by him, and I don’t even think he realizes how much each of these moments affects me. To him, it seems so natural, like taking care of me is the reason he was put on this earth. When he gets back in the bed, he pulls me up to lay draped across his chest, while his fingers run over my skin.


  “You’re quiet,” he observes, pulling me from my thoughts.


  “I’m memorizing,” I whisper, tracing my name with my finger over his heart.


  “What’s that?” he asks as his fingers trail lazily over my back.


  My finger stills, wondering if he knows what I’m doing, as I try to engrave my name on his heart as he has mine. “The moment…I’m memorizing it so I will always have it with me.”


  “We’ll make a million more.”


  “Yeah,” I agree then trace my name into his skin again. “But not another like this one,” I say, feeling my eyes grow heavy.


  “The others will be just as beautiful,” he says after a long time.


  “I’ll memorize them too,” I whisper just before I fall asleep.


  
    Chapter 12

  


  Austin


  I leave the bed, looking once more at Lea before forcing my feet to take me away from her. I know I will never forget the way she looks right now, lying on her stomach with the sheet draped over her ass, her breasts pressed into the mattress, her beautiful face soft in sleep. I woke her up twice more last night, took her the first time gently, but the second time, I lost it, taking her hard and fast until we were both out of breath and covered in sweat.


  Looking at her now, I crave her taste on my tongue. I want to spread her legs and wake her up with my mouth, but she needs sleep, so instead of doing what I want, I pick up my jeans off the floor, pull them on, and then make my way out of the room, closing the door softly behind me before heading down the stairs.


  Going to the kitchen, I turn on the coffeepot I had set up last night and pull down a mug, placing it under the stream of coffee until it’s full then replacing it with the pot.


  Stepping into the living room, I take a drink from my cup and look out the large window at the view beyond. I loved this house before I ever saw the inside because of the way Lea’s face had lit up when she spoke about it, and then I saw it for myself standing in this exact spot and knew I would buy it. I felt connected to Lea looking out at the water, knowing it was somewhere she had been, a view she loved. I swear half the things I did in my life were built around her; I just never admitted it to myself. It was like I was building a life for us, while waiting for her to come back to me.


  Moving from the window, I head to the deck, grabbing my phone on my way. Taking a seat on one of the loungers, I set my cup down on the railing and press send on my phone.


  “Hey, honey.”


  “Hey, Mom,” I greet, leaning forward and grabbing my mug.


  “Bre, Shawn, and the babies are going to come with us to Cordova.”


  “Mom,” I sigh, rubbing my forehead. “Lea’s worried about dinner with you and Dad, and now you’re bringing Bre, who you and I both know has a hard time holding her tongue in the best situations.”


  “Your sister misses you, and you haven’t met your new nephew,” she counters.


  “I need you guys to step back. I love you guys, but this is something I won’t budge on.”


  “You’re in love with her,” she states.


  “She’s still Lea; she’s still the woman I fell in love with fifteen years ago,” I explain quietly, hoping the words sink in. I know my mom means well, but she can be overbearing and intimidating when she wants to be.


  “I’m worried about you,” she says softly, like she’s finally getting how serious I am.


  “I know you are, and I would be lying if I said I didn’t have my own concerns, but if I get my way, Mom, Lea will be the mother of your grandchildren. I need you to understand that before you and Bre come here and tag-team her. She just lost her mom. She doesn’t have anyone.”


  “Austin—”


  “I gotta go. Love you guys. See you Saturday.” I hang up before she can say anything else then sit back in the chair, wondering if I should tell Lea to skip dinner.


  “Hey,” Lea’s soft voice pulls my attention away from the ocean as I look at the sliding door, where she is standing in her bare feet, wearing my thermal.


  “C’mere.” I hold my hand out in her direction then pull her down into my lap, rubbing my hand up her bare thigh. “You sleep okay?” Her smile against my bare chest and her mumbled, “Yes,” does something to my heart, causing it to beat harder. “Bre, Shawn, and the kids are coming with Mom and Dad.”


  “Great,” she says as I pull her shirt up her side, resting my hand on the underside of her breast, needing to feel her skin and hating that her body has drawn tight.


  “Do you trust me?” I ask.


  “Yes.”


  Her whispered confession and her body relaxing against mine fills me with satisfaction. “Then you should know that I would never allow anyone to harm you, physically or otherwise.”


  “I know.”


  “Good.” I press my nose into her neck, loving that she smells like vanilla and me.


  “I need a shower.” She tilts her head to the side, giving me better access to her neck, where I nip her, groaning.


  “You smell good, but a shower sounds like a good idea.” Kissing her neck once more, I lift her off me pulling her inside to the shower, where we spend the next hour until were both satisfied, me more than her, because I leave the shower with her taste on my tongue.


  “How are things going between you and Lea?”


  I look at Ben then set my beer on the rail of my deck, where I swear once the nights are warmer I will have Lea bent over, so I can take her from behind while she looks out at the view.


  “Judging by that faraway look in your eyes, I’m gonna guess you guys are good,” he mutters.


  “Things seem to be getting better, but I can’t shake the feeling that something’s off.” I look away from him to the horizon. There has been something under the surface I just can’t seem to grasp, and not knowing what it is, is driving me crazy.


  “Maybe it’s time you tell her about what her mom did.”


  “I can’t.” I scrub my hands over my face. “I don’t want to be the one to tell her that shit, and I know it’s fucked up to be pissed at a dead woman, but I’m still fucking angry at Josie for not coming clean to Lea when she was alive. I feel fucking torn about it, because I know Lea has doubts about us. I can see it in the way she looks at me sometimes. I know she wants to ask me why I never came after her, but she’s afraid of what my response will be.”


  “What do you think is going to happen when she finds out?”


  “She’s gonna lose it, and since Josie’s gone, I’ll be the one left picking up the pieces,” I grumble.


  “I know why she did it, but I understand why you’re pissed, and believe me, I agree she kind of fucked you over in not coming clean.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Any word from the ex?” he prompts.


  “Lea talked to her lawyer, and he signed the papers as soon as he got back to Montana.”


  “So she’s clear of him?”


  “That part of her life is over, brother.”


  “Good,” he grunts, settling back into his chair. “Now your mom and sister are coming to stir shit up?” he asks, making me chuckle.


  “They are. You know Mom. I warned her to take it easy.”


  “Like that’s gonna happen.” He shakes his head, knowing my mom as well as I do, since he basically lived with us from the time we turned sixteen, when his dad kicked him out.


  “I know, but I won’t separate my family and Lea.”


  “I don’t think you should,”


  “I can’t. I know she’s afraid of being alone.” I take a pull from my beer, setting it on my thigh. “I want her happy, and I don’t even know if she realizes that part of her happiness is dependent on having people around who care about her.”


  “I can’t imagine Lea not having friends in Montana.”


  “She said most of her friends were friends of hers and Ken’s. I guess some of them knew he was having an affair and never told her about it,” I reveal.


  “Jesus, what the fuck is wrong with people?”


  “I have no fucking idea.”


  “Well, if you ever hear Rhonda’s cheating on me, you better fucking tell me or I’m kicking your ass.”


  “Shut the fuck up. You and I both know that is never gonna happen,” I scoff.


  “Just sayin,” he growls as his knuckles turn white around the bottle in his hand, like even the idea of Rhonda with another man pisses him off enough to break something.


  “She’s getting ready to have your baby,” I remind him.


  “I know, thank fuck.” His body relaxes, making me laugh. “What about you?”


  “What about me?”


  “How long’s it going to take until you tell me Lea’s pregnant?”


  “Seeing how it should have happened fifteen years ago, hopefully not long, but first I need to find a way to settle everything between us then put a ring on her finger,” I say.


  “You’ll find a way.”


  “I have to; our future depends on it,” I mutter as his phone starts to ring.


  “Lea’s calling.” He frowns, looking at the phone in his hand and swiping his finger across the screen, putting it to his ear. Through the speaker, I hear Lea’s worried voice saying something, and then Ben is up and taking off through the house. I get up and follow him, listening as he growls, “I’m on my way. Tell her I’m on my way.”


  “What’s going on?” I question, hopping into the passenger seat of his truck and slamming the door.


  “Rhonda went into labor. Lea’s driving her to the hospital now.”


  “Is she okay?” I ask nervously.


  “She was yelling in the background for me to get my ass there or she was cutting off my balls, so I think so,” he says, running a shaky hand over his head and stepping harder on the gas.


  “We’re less than five minutes away, and if you kill us before we get there, Rhonda is gonna be pissed.”


  His foot eases off the gas and he turns toward town, still speeding, but not as fast as he was. Once we reach the intersection for the hospital, I tell him, “Just pull up in front, and I’ll park the truck while you head inside.”


  “Thanks, man,” he says, and as soon as we pull up out front of emergency, he opens his door, thankfully remembering to put it in park before getting out and jogging inside. Once I have the truck parked, I head inside and see Lea standing in the hall, talking to Dr. Rubin. My pace quickens as his hand moves to her cheek then to rest on her shoulder, close to that spot on her neck I have claimed as my own.


  “Babe,” I say, which comes out more like a growl as I close the distance between us. Her head turns my way, and without saying anything to Dr. Rubin, she closes the space between us, throwing herself into me. “Shhhh.” I wrap my arms around her, noticing how badly she’s shaking. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing, everything’s perfect. I got her here in time.”


  “You’re trembling,” I state, rubbing my hands down her arms. Her head tilts back and she smiles a beautiful smile. “I’m coming off an adrenalin rush, or that’s what Keith was just telling me.”


  I grunt and she smiles bigger, dipping forward, placing her forehead on my chest. “Is Ben in there with Rhonda?” I ask, and she nods then tilts her head back once more to look at me.


  “Yeah, she was already dilated to an eight when they got her settled in the room.”


  “So what happened?”


  “We were watching a movie and I got up to make us some popcorn. When I came back, she was bent over on the bed, holding her stomach. She told me that her water broke. I was going to call an ambulance, but she argued with me until I agreed to take her in my car. I drove like a crazy woman to get here, afraid I would end up having to deliver the baby.”


  Chuckling, I rub her back, muttering, “You did good, baby.”


  “How’s it going, man?” Keith asks, putting his hand on my shoulder when I turn to lead Lea to one of the chairs in the hall.


  “Good, you?”


  “Good.” He shrugs, looking at Lea then at me again, but I don’t see anything in his eyes when he looks at her—no heat or desire, just concern, the same kind you would have for any friend. “You gonna be okay, Lea?”


  “Austin’s here,” she says, like all she needs is me with her to make everything okay. He puts his hands in his pockets, watching as I take a seat and pull Lea down into my lap, instead of settling her in the seat next to me.


  “Dr. Rubin, can you come in here?” a nurse asks, poking her head out of a door across the hall from us.


  “Sure.” He nods, heading towards the room, going inside, and closing the door behind himself. Ten minutes later, a loud cry travels through the quiet hall.


  “Oh, my God,” Lea whispers, sliding off my lap into the chair next to me. Her arm wraps around mine and her head leans on my shoulder as we listen to the loud cry coming from a few feet away.


  “He’s perfect,” Ben says, stepping out into the hall spotting us. I get up and go to my best friend, giving him a hug and a pat on the back. “I’m a dad,” he says, and I see tears of pride in his eyes.


  “You’re going to be a great dad. Congrats, Ben,” Lea says from my side, and his eyes drop to her and he picks her up off the ground, spinning her around, making her laugh echo down the hall.


  “Thanks for getting her here,” he says, kissing her temple.


  “I didn’t want to deliver the baby,” she grumbles as he drops her to her feet, making him and me both chuckle.


  “The doctors are cleaning him up. As soon as they say it’s okay, I’ll bring you guys in to meet him,” he says, looking at the door anxiously.


  “Go be with your family, brother. We’ll be here,” I tell him, and he nods, heading back into the room. I pull Lea back to the chairs and sit with my arm wrapped around her while we wait.


  When Dr. Rubin walks out, we both stand and head towards him.


  “Mom and baby are doing great. Ben says you can go in now,” he says, patting my shoulder and smiling at Lea before walking off down the hall. When we walk into the room, Rhonda is in the bed, with her hair braided over her shoulder and the blankets up high around her. Ben’s standing, holding a small bundle in his arms while talking to the doctor, and the nurse who called for Dr. Rubin is filling out some paperwork off to the side.


  “Hey.” Lea walks over to Rhonda, leaning over and kissing her cheek, and I follow, doing the same. Ben comes over carrying his son in his arms. His head dips to look at his face and he speaks softly to him, once he’s close to us. “Braden, I would like to introduce you to your godparents, Lea and Austin,” Ben says, causing Lea to inhale a sharp breath.


  “Really?’ Lea asks, and Ben looks from her to Rhonda then back again.


  “We couldn’t think of two better people,” he says softly.


  “You’re gonna make me cry,” Lea complains, and I hear Rhonda’s laugh mix with Ben’s as he places Braden in Lea’s arms. Seeing her holding a child, even if it’s not ours, causes a pang to hit my chest so hard that I have a difficult time breathing.


  “He’s so beautiful, so perfect,” she whispers, running her finger down his soft, chubby cheek.


  “He is perfect, isn’t he?” Ben says with pride, running his finger over his other cheek. “We make cute kids, babe.” He tells Rhonda over his shoulder.


  “I know.” Rhonda smiles, and Lea turns toward me. I take him from her, holding him high up on my chest. He’s so small that I could probably hold him in one hand. Lea’s hand on my arm pulls my eyes to her. Her face is softer than I have ever seen it, and there is a look in her eyes that shows how badly she wants this, a family of her own.


  When her eyes finally land on mine, a small, sad smile pulls at her lips. I want to tell her that one day we will have this, but I don’t. Instead, I lean forward and kiss her softly then lean back to look down at Braden, who is asleep. His lips form into a pout, so I lean over, handing him to his mom before he has a chance to wake up and cry, then kiss her on the cheek, telling her softly, “You did good.”


  She smiles and looks down into her arms then up at Ben. I know they both had no idea this would be their life. Ben had been easygoing with relationships, never settling down until Rhonda. She changed everything for him, the same way he did for her. I was happy for both of my friends; they deserved this moment.


  “We should probably head out and let you guys get settled in,” I say, taking Lea from under Ben’s arm and wrapping mine around her.


  “Do you need anything?” Lea asks, watching as Ben settles into the chair next to Rhonda’s bed.


  “No, we’ve got everything. Thanks again, Lea, for getting her here for me.”


  “It was either get her here or deliver the baby, and option two didn’t sound appealing to me,” she says, making us all laugh.


  “We’ll stop by tomorrow,” I say as Lea walks over to kiss Rhonda’s cheek before coming to me and taking my hand. Once we’re out of the room, I wrap my arm around Lea’s shoulders and lead her out of the hospital to her car, since Ben drove his truck here.


  “Let’s stop at your house so you can get some clothes for the night.”


  She looks up at me and a blush touches her cheeks, making me wonder what she’s thinking. “I packed a bag. It’s in my trunk,” she says quietly, looking away from me.


  “Why does that make you embarrassed?” I ask, touching her cheek.


  “I didn’t want you to think I assumed I would be staying with you.”


  “Whatever bed I’m in is the one I want you in,” I explain lightly.


  “I just didn’t want to assume,” she mutters under her breath, pulling out her keys from her pocket.


  “Assume away, Little Lamb,” I tell her, taking the keys from her hand and smacking her ass.


  “I can drive.”


  “I know you can, when I’m not in the car with you,” I remark.


  “That’s ridiculous.” She frowns at me.


  “Get in the car.”


  “Or what?” she asks, crossing her arms over her chest, glaring.


  “Or I put you in.”


  “That’s not gonna happen.” I say stopping at the passenger door and she moves around the front of the car to the driver’s side.


  “Lea,” I warn over the roof of the car.


  “Austin,” she mimics my tone.


  “Get in the car.”


  “Make me,” she says, and I start to head around the back of the car, but before I get to her, she takes off running through the parking lot.


  “Lea, get in the car,” I shout after her as she dodges between parked cars.


  “Let me drive,” she shouts back, moving back and forth from one side of a red Buick to another, like she’s trying to psych me out.


  “When I get my hands on you, I’m spanking you for this,” I warn, watching as something works behind her eyes.


  “You’re not.”


  “Don’t worry, baby. I’ll make you come after,” I tell her, and her eyes scan the parking lot, like she’s looking to see if anyone is around that could hear what I just said, giving me just enough time to catch her in my grasp before she can dodge me again. I pick her up over my shoulder as she kicks out then smack her on the ass one time, just hard enough to get her attention.


  “You just hit me,” she whispers as her body stills on my shoulder.


  “I spanked you, baby, big difference.”


  “You…you…”


  I rub her ass where I spanked her then bring my hand up between her legs. Even through the denim material, I can feel her heat. She inhales sharply at my touch, but doesn’t say anything else as I get her into the car and buckle her in before going to the driver’s side door.


  “Lea, stop,” I say through the glass as I press the unlock button on the remote, which does nothing, because her hand is over the lock on my side.


  “Tell me you’re not gonna spank me,” she yells.


  “Let it go, Lea,” I shout back.


  “No, tell me.”


  I bend down so I’m eye level with her and she can see my face, then growl, “You have until the count of three, Lea.”


  “I’m not afraid of you, Wolf.”


  “Oh, Little Lamb, you should know this is turning me on.” My dick is rock hard and I adjust myself so my zipper doesn’t cut into my skin. Her hand comes off the lock and I open the door. Without saying another word, I get in, start the car and drive. Her body is wound tight in the seat next to mine, her breaths coming in hard pants that tell me just how turned on she is right now. I swear I can smell her sweet pussy.


  As soon as I pull up to the house, her hand is on the handle of the door, but I press the lock button before she can get out.


  “Go upstairs, take off your clothes and lay on the bed face down.”


  “You’re not spanking me,” she whispers again, but this time the words curl with desire, and I know that even if she has never wanted this before, she wants it now.


  “Do what I say.” I unlock the door, watching her ass as she heads up to the house through the back double doors. I lean my head back and try to get my body under control then get out of the car and head inside, half expecting to find Lea in the kitchen, but the whole house is quiet. Taking the stairs two at a time, I make it to the bedroom and find Lea face down in the bed completely naked, her perfect ass in the air like an offering.


  I walk towards her, discarding my shirt and boots on the way. Reaching the bed, I pull her ass by the hips so that her feet are touching the floor, then I kneel down behind her between her legs. Without warning, I smack her ass twice, once on each cheek, then run my hand over the spot, listening as she moans and her hands move on the sheets, gripping them tight between her fingers.


  “Austin.” My name leaves her mouth on a breathy moan that goes right to my dick.


  “Don’t talk.” I slap her ass twice more; her body writhers in front of me, her ass pushing higher as her tiptoes press into the floor. She’s so wet that the proof of her arousal is coating her thighs. I spread her ass, burying my face between her legs. My name leaves her mouth again, earning her another smack, this time harder, causing her core to convulse around my tongue. Every time I feel her getting closer to the edge, I pull back just enough that she’s forced to come down.


  When her body is covered in a fine sheen of sweat and her legs are trembling I smack her ass hard before spreading her open and devouring her until she screams my name so loud that the sound echoes off the walls.


  Her body goes limp, and I unhook my jeans and move over her, sliding in deep, taking her so hard that the bed begins to slide across the wood floors. I don’t stop until I feel my orgasm at the base of my spine and her pussy contracting around me, pulling me deeper than I’ve ever been. Two more hard thrusts, I plant myself deep, coming so hard that my toes curl.


  Being inside Lea is like nothing I have ever felt. Even when we were teenagers, making love to her was something different.


  “Are you okay?” I ask, once I find my voice again.


  “I don’t think I can move,” she mumbles, pressing her ass back into me, making me groan.


  “Let me get you cleaned up and I’ll bring us some food.”


  “Sure,” she slurs, making me smile. I pull out of her, hearing her mewl of disappointment from the loss, then kiss her back. Picking her up I settle her into bed before going to the bathroom and grabbing a towel to clean her up with. When I come out, she’s on her side, with the blanket tucked around her and her eyes closed. Instead of waking her, I crawl into bed behind her, pull her into my arms, and follow her off to sleep.


  
    Chapter 13

  


  Lea


  “Hello?” I answer the house phone as I set down the box I brought down from the attic on the kitchen table, opening it up.


  “Is Lea Lamb available?” a woman asks, sounding like she has a cold.


  “This is she.”


  “Hi, Lea, my name is Elza. I work for Douglas Pulaski, your mother’s attorney,” she says and I frown. My mom never told me she had an attorney, but there was a trend with my mom; she seemed to have kept a lot from me.


  “How can I help you?”


  “Mr. Douglas is out of town for the next month, and he left your mom’s will with me. Unfortunately, I’ve had pneumonia and haven’t been able to deliver it to you.”


  “That’s okay.”


  “I’m not sure when I will be able to deliver it. If you need me to, I can mail it off, but there are a few things I’m supposed to go over with you,” she explains blowing her nose.


  “Is there anything crucial in the documents?” I ask, feeling bad for her.


  “No, nothing like that. Mainly it’s just stuff having to do with the house and a few of your mom’s account.”


  “So it can wait. Just let me know when you’re feeling better and we’ll talk then,” I concede.


  “Thank you for understanding, and I’m very sorry for your loss. Your mom was an amazing woman.”


  “Thank you,” I mutter, still unsure what to say when people offer their condolences.


  “We’ll talk soon,” she says, hanging up.


  Putting the phone on the table, I open the box marked Lea’s Room. A picture of Austin and me from when we were seventeen sits on top in a dark blue wooden frame. Running my fingers over the image, I remember when it was taken.


  Austin and I had spent the day out salmon fishing and bear watching. When we got home, my mom came out on the front porch and snapped this picture of us, because she thought it was cute we were dressed almost alike, in jeans, hoodies, beanies on our heads, and boots on our feet.


  In the picture, you can see how much we loved each other, can actually feel it. Our fronts are pressed together, his stomach to my chest, my head is tilted back with my chin resting against his chest, and my arms around his waist. His head is bent towards mine, his hand wrapped around the side of my neck, and even in profile, I can see the admiration he had for me then.


  Setting the photo aside, I pull the next item out of the box, putting it next to the photo, then pull out what I had been looking for to begin with. My mom had given me a locket when I was thirteen, and I left it behind when I left home. Opening it up, there is a picture of my mom and dad, with their cheeks pressed together. It was taken the day they found out they were pregnant with me.


  “Baby!” Austin yells, startling me as he walks into the kitchen. “Why the fuck is the door unlocked?”


  “I thought you were going to be gone until tomorrow?” I ask instead.


  “Why isn’t the door locked?” he repeats, ignoring my question.


  “Because this is Cordova and I forgot about it,” I say as his arms wrap around me and he lifts me off my feet.


  “I don’t care. Make sure that you lock the door when you’re home alone.”


  “Fine.” I roll my eyes. “I thought you were going to be gone until tomorrow,” I reiterate placing my hands on his shoulders.


  “I was, but I met my quota early, so I unloaded and came over here to pick you up and take you home,” he says, dropping his mouth down to mine and stealing my breath. “I missed you.”


  “We saw each other this morning,” I remind him, smiling.


  “I miss you, even when you’re in the next room.”


  My heart starts to pound harder in my chest; I’m in love with him. I’m in love with him and have no idea how it happened. It snuck up on me suddenly, or maybe it was that I never stopped loving him, and the love I held for him all these years came back, knocking me on my ass. I never even stood a chance.


  “What?” He frowns, and I realize I just said that out loud.


  Crap.


  “I need to get new pants,” I say, and his face becomes even more confused, while my face turns red.


  “You need to get new pants,” he repeats, lifting me higher until my legs wrap around him.


  “For sure.” I nod and try to get down, but his arms hold me tighter.


  “I like these pants.”


  “I’m not wearing any,” I say, because I’m not. I have on a t-shirt and panties. I was getting ready to go to bed.


  “You’re wearing my favorite socks.”


  “You hate these socks.”


  “No, I told you I wanted to fuck you in them and nothing else,” he growls, walking to the wall and pressing my back to it while pulling my shirt up over my head before proceeding to show me just how much he loves my socks—or me in nothing but the socks—while he’s inside of me.


  “What are you doing out here?” I pull my eye away from the telescope lens and look at Austin, whose face is soft with sleep. His arms are crossed over his bare chest and his shoulder is leaning against the doorjamb, like he’s been there for a while, watching me.


  After he took me up against the kitchen wall at my parents’ house, he told me to pack enough clothes to last a few days, that I would be staying with him at his house. I didn’t even argue with him about it, just went to my room and packed a bag. When I was done, I found him sitting at the kitchen table, looking at the picture of us. He didn’t say anything to me about it, but I could feel his energy had changed from earlier.


  As soon as he realized I was there, he took the bag from me and added the framed photo of us to it. When we arrived at his house, the first thing he did was put that picture on the mantle above the fireplace before taking me upstairs and making love to me once more, that time slowly, like he was trying to memorize the moment.


  “I couldn’t sleep,” I tell him quietly.


  I woke up an hour ago and stared at the ceiling for thirty minutes before getting up and coming downstairs. I didn’t want to wake him up, because I knew how little sleep he has been getting, and I couldn’t fight the urge to toss and turn.


  “You should have woken me up,” he says, coming to stand behind me, placing a kiss between my neck and shoulder tickling me with his beard.


  “You needed to sleep,” I say, wrapping my arms over his.


  “So do you.” He says burring his face in my hair.


  “I’ve been sleeping better than I have in a long time,” I say honestly. Austin has become my own personal brand of sleeping pill. He has the ability to make everything better, and to keep my mind from wondering off.


  “What’s on your mind?”


  I miss my mom, I think but don’t say. I’m glad Austin has been letting me stay with him at his house; being in my parents’ house is difficult. It’s hard being surrounded by memories. Strange to be there knowing even though everything in the house looks exactly like it did before both of my parents passed away, they are never coming back.


  “You miss your mom,” he guesses, and I nod, feeling tears fill my eyes. It’s an ever-present weight in my stomach.


  “Everyday something happens and I think, ‘Oh, Mom would love that,’ or, ‘I can’t wait to tell her about this,’ but she’s not here.”


  “She’s always with you.”


  “I know,” I agree, pulling the locket I found yesterday away from my neck and rubbing the metal between my fingers. “I think maybe I’ll feel a little better when I get her ashes,” I whisper. My mom donated her body to science, so after she passed away, the hospital sent her body off, and they would be sending me her ashes eventually, but I really have no idea when. “Can we take your boat out and spread her ashes where my dad’s boat was found?”


  “Of course, baby.”


  “Thank you,” I say, sagging into his warm chest and taking comfort from his embrace.


  “Did you see anything good when you were looking through your telescope?” he asks, breaking the silence.


  “Just the stars.” I smile, and his fingers dig into my sides, making me laugh. Then I whisper, “When I left, I would sometimes lie outside at night and look up at the stars, wondering if you were doing the same thing.”


  “Every chance I got,” he says, causing tears to sting my nose. “But now, I have you here with me, so I don’t ever have to wonder if we’re looking at the same stars again.”


  “You’re gonna make me cry,” I complain, and he kisses my temple then wraps his arms tighter around me. “Are you excited to see your family?” I ask as he leads me inside and back up to bed, where he drapes me across his chest.


  “Yeah, since they all moved, I don’t see them enough.”


  “Have you ever thought of moving closer to them?” I ask, tracing random patterns onto his skin.


  “No, I love this town and I love this house. I don’t ever see myself leaving.”


  “Oh.”


  “Are you having second thoughts about being here?” he asks quietly, but there is no mistaking the worry and agitation in his tone.


  “No.” I run my hands over his arms that have tightened almost painfully around me, trying to relax him. “It was just a question,” I say, smiling as he grunts loosing his arms. Laying there I listen to his breathing even out as he falls asleep, and then I do the same.


  [image: *]*


  What I wouldn’t give to go back to last night, lying in bed with Austin. Really, I would rather be anywhere, even jail, than sitting at Austin’s beautiful new dining table with his mom, dad, his sister Bre, and her husband.


  Uncomfortable is an understatement for what I’m feeling. Since the moment I arrived thirty minutes ago, there have been few words spoken, but I guess you really don’t need words when you can see every single unsaid statement written on each of their faces.


  Shawn, Bre’s husband, looks about as uncomfortable as I feel, as he keeps his head down and his eyes on the plate in front of him. His wife hasn’t taken her eyes off me for more than a few seconds, like she expects me to either wig out or disappear into thin air in front of her eyes.


  Austin’s mom, who greeted me with a very quiet ‘hello’, which felt more like a dismissal, has been looking at her son like he invited the devil to dine with them, while Austin’s dad has attempted to keep the mood light with small talk.


  “Austin said you bought Larry’s office space. Is that right?” Bruce, Austin’s dad, asks, taking a drink from his beer.


  “I close in a week, if all the paperwork goes through” I explain lightly, hearing a hum from Shayla, Austin’s mom.


  “Are you sticking around this time?” she asks after a moment.


  There it is—the giant elephant in the room has just sat down at the table and joined us for dinner.


  “That’s the plan,” I say quietly, feeling Austin’s hand on my thigh tighten almost painfully, like he also expects me to run away.


  “Hmmm,” she hums again, looking between her son and me.


  “That’s new for you, the whole sticking around thing, isn’t it?” Bre asks, while her husband turns to look at her, muttering something under his breath.


  “It’s just a question,” she replies, frowning at him.


  The urge to get up from the table is so strong that my muscles bunch in anticipation. I fight it back, taking a drink of my wine, trying to avoid gulping the whole glass down. I don’t need them to think I’m a lush, on top of being a flake.


  I know they have a right to be concerned, but I still hate feeling the way I do, like every fear I ever had at eighteen, every choice I made, even unselfishly, has caused this.


  “Watch it,” Austin growls as I set my wine glass on the table, trying not to let them see the way my hand is shaking.


  “It’s okay,” I say, resting my hand over his on my thigh and intertwining my fingers between his. “I love your son, your brother,” I say, knowing that it’s stupid to say it to them, when I haven’t even told Austin how I feel about him. But I feel stuck and hope that if I lay my cards on the table, they will understand just how much he means to me.


  “I know I acted foolishly when I left, but I was young and never wanted him to have to choose between me and the rest of his life. I was afraid that one day I was going to wake up and he wasn’t going to be there, either in following his path for the future or having that dream rip us apart, because I forced him into a life he didn’t want to have.” I lower my eyes to the table, mumbling quietly, “I’m sorry for hurting him.”


  His hand on my thigh tightens almost painfully and I feel tears spring to my eyes. “Sorry,” I whisper, get up from the table, and pass the couches that Austin’s parents delivered. The dark blue velvet material looks amazing against the backdrop of the view, but I don’t see it as I storm by, because my eyes are full of tears.


  Going into the bathroom, I shut the door without even turning on the light and slide to the floor, wrapping my arms around my legs and pressing my forehead into my knees as silent tears wrack my body. Breathing in deep, shuddering breaths I try to fill my lungs with enough oxygen that my tears will die down, but nothing seems to be working. There’s a tap on the door, then my body is moving as the light turns on and the door pushes in.


  “Shhh.” Austin pulls me into his arms, settling me on his lap as he sits on the floor, making me cry harder.


  “I’m sorry,” I get out through the tears clogging my throat.


  “Baby, you’re killing me right now.”


  “You should be out there with your family,” I sob into his shirt, pulling him closer to me as I realize I don’t have any family. I’m alone, adrift at sea, fighting to breathe, with no one there to rescue me.


  “I love you, Lea. I always have and will, even in death. You’re my family, and I’m yours.”


  His words pull me to the surface so fast that my heart erupts inside my chest, filling my lungs with oxygen and forcing the darkness that was settling inside of me out. “How can you say you love me after the way I left?”


  “Because you came home to me,” he whispers.


  I turn my head up and wrap my arms around the back of his neck, pulling his mouth down to mine in a kiss that I pray shows him just how much he means to me, how much I love him. When he pulls his mouth away, he lays his forehead against mine.


  “I’m pissed that you waited until now to say that you love me,” he says, reaching over and pulling some toilet paper off the roll, handing it to me.


  “Why are you mad?” I ask, confused as I blot my eyes.


  “That should have been one of the moments you memorized,” he says, softly rubbing my cheek.


  I smile, surprising myself, then lean in and rub my nose along his. “Me saying it isn’t memorable. You saying it back is what I will carry with me.”


  “Swear to God, you’re gonna kill me,” he grunts, pulling me closer until I’m straddling him.


  Placing my hands on his shoulders, I lower my face until we’re sharing the same breath. Neither of us speak in that moment. I don’t know what he’s thinking or feeling, and I can see that he wants to tell me something, but he doesn’t know how to do it. “What is it?” I whisper, moving my hands to hold his face.


  “Nothing, it can wait,” he says smiling, but I notice it doesn’t reach his eyes. Before I can ask him what it is, he kisses me again, standing up and putting me on my feet. Vowing to ask him later I go to the sink and splash some water on my face, thankful I didn’t wear much makeup and my mascara is waterproof. His hands wrap around my waist and his mouth touches my neck as I dry my hands and face. “You don’t have to go back out there. You can go up to the room, or—”


  “I’m not hiding,” I say, looking at his reflection in the mirror.


  “If you go back out there, know that they will be on their best behavior.”


  “Because you’re making them.” I frown. I don’t want them to be nice to me because of him. I want them to just accept my apology and move on.


  “Not because of me, because of you. You just gutted everyone at that table.”


  “I’m—”


  His arms tighten around me, cutting off my apology before it can even leave my mouth. “You’re not going to say you’re sorry about that shit. They should have kept their mouths closed. They should have trusted me enough to know that I know what I’m doing, that I don’t need them cutting in.”


  “They love you.” I remind him gently and his eyes go soft.


  He shakes his head then kisses my temple. “You ready?”


  I nod again and he takes my hand in his, leading me out of the bathroom. Once we reach the dining room, the conversation dies and Shayla gets up from her chair, coming towards me. Her eyes are red and her lips puffy. I can tell she has been crying, and I hate I did that to her.


  “I’m so sorry, Lea,” she says, taking my hand.


  “It’s okay,” I say automatically.


  “It’s not.” More tears form in her eyes, and she shifts back and forth on her feet in front of me awkwardly, like a child who is unsure of what to do. “Can I hug you?” she whispers. I nod and she wraps her arms around me then sobs. I pat her back awkwardly then feel another set of arms wrap around me, and know instantly they are Bre’s, and she’s crying as well.


  Surprisingly, I don’t cry during our embrace. I don’t even know the emotions I’m feeling. Then, Austin’s dad moves to us, pulling his wife away, followed by Shawn, who takes Bre into his side. “We’re so sorry, Lea. We didn’t even think about what you must have been feeling back then. We were just so upset by how you left that seeing you now, our emotions got the better of us,” Shayla says, wiping her eyes.


  “I understand,” I say, wringing my hands in front of me, uncomfortable with the turn of events.


  “Can we start over?” Bre asks, and I look at her and bite my lip, unable to even understand what the hell is going on in my head. Part of me wants to ask why, when fifteen years ago we didn’t speak. We were not close then, and I didn’t expect that to change now. All I craved was for them to look at it from my point of view, to see it through the eyes of a young girl who’d just lost her father to the same life her fiancé had been leading her towards. That thought causes a pang to hit my chest. Austin is still fishing; something could still happen to him. And I don’t know if I’m stronger now than I was back then.


  “Lea.” Austin’s voice and his hand on my hip force my head to turn towards him. Seeing the concern in his eyes fills my chest with guilt. I have to try, for him.


  “We can start over,” I say softly, looking at Bre then Shayla. Both women nod, but they still look unsure about how to act, which only makes me more uncomfortable.


  “Let’s go back to eating before the babies wake up,” Shawn says, breaking the tension that had settled around the room.


  “I’m going to get another glass of wine. Would anyone else like something?” I ask, heading towards the kitchen, needing just a few more minutes before sitting down at dinner with them again. The air may have been cleared, but my heart still hurts.


  When everyone says no, I walk into the kitchen then squeak when I’m turned and lifted onto the counter, and then Austin’s mouth is on mine and his hips are between my legs. The first nip of his teeth on my bottom lip causes me to gasp and open my mouth to him. His tongue tangles with mine and his hand wraps around my hair, pulling back, causing my core to convulse. I never knew I would crave giving up control to someone else, but with Austin, every part of me comes alive under his touch. When he pulls his mouth from mine, we are both breathing heavily, my legs are tight around him, and my hands are wrapped around his shirt.


  “What was that for?” I ask.


  “I needed to know you were here with me.”


  “What?” I whisper.


  He leans back, his hand comes up to hold my cheek, and his thumb runs over my lips. “There are times you get this look in your eyes. It’s sad and unsure, and when I see it, my instinct is to pick you up and carry you away from whatever caused it.” His thumb sweeps over my lips again and his eyes search mine. “I hate that look, baby.”


  Placing my forehead on his chest, I mutter, “I just don’t know how to feel right now.”


  “That’s okay,” he says, rubbing his hands up and down my back, trying to comfort me. His touch helps some, but now that the seed has planted itself in my head about losing him, I don’t know what to do. “Let’s get you another glass of wine.”


  “Yeah,” I agree, hopping down off the counter, watching him as he pulls a new bottle of wine from the fridge and opens it.


  “Ready?”


  Taking his hand I let him lead me back into the dining room, where everyone is quietly talking. Taking my seat next to Austin I wait for him to pour me another glass of wine then pick it up and taking a gulp, letting the cool liquid relax me.


  Sitting quietly through the rest of dinner, my mind is consumed with worry. Worry that I may not be able to fight back whatever it is that’s making me feel like I want to cling to Austin, but push him away at the same time.


  
    Chapter 14

  


  Lea


  Placing another batch of cookies on the cookie sheet in front of me, I look out the double doors to the deck and watch Austin as he talks on the phone to his mom. His feet up on the railing and a beer in his hand, which is resting on his stomach.


  A week and a half ago, I closed on my office. Austin’s mom actually surprised me with an antique desk from one of the secondhand stores in town and she’s bringing me a truck full of office supplies from Anchorage over the weekend. She is making an effort to get to know me, and I’m doing the same with her, only cautiously.


  I pull my eyes from Austin and place the cookies in the oven then take three off the plate, wrap them in a paper towel, and head out to the deck, handing two to Austin as I take a seat next to him. He mouths, Thank you, then pulls my feet up to rest over his thighs as he continues to talk to his mom.


  “I know, Mom,” he mutters, taking a bite out of his cookie while looking annoyed. “Yeah, love you too. Later.” He pulls the phone away from his ear and sets it on the table next to him then shoves the rest of the cookie into his mouth.


  “Is everything okay?” I ask when he’s done chewing.


  “Mom asked when we’re getting married,” he says simply, like he is telling me what color the sky is, and the bite I was taking of my cookie flies out of my mouth as I practically shout, “What?!”


  “She says it’s inevitable, so we may as well stop wasting time and just get it over with.”


  “Get it over with?” I repeat in shock feeling my mouth fall open.


  “Those were her words,” he says, looking out at the water that is turning a beautiful color coral as the sun begins to set below the island off to the side of the house. “I agree with her.” His gaze comes back to me and locks on mine as his face softens.


  “You agree with her,” I repeat, because I’m at a complete loss for words.


  “I’ve been in love with you for almost eighteen years. I think it’s safe to say that isn’t going to change.”


  Okay, so he has a point. My feelings for him never changed; well, they grew and expanded into something different, but I’m still in love with him, even more so now than I was back then. But marriage?


  “We already live together,” he states, making me frown, causing him to shake his head. “You’ve been with me every day. You haven’t slept without me unless I’m on the boat, even then you’re still here. We live together.”


  “Okay, we live together,” I mutter. I mean, I know that, kind of. My clothes are in his closet, but we never talked about it. It just kind of happened.


  “You don’t want to get married?” he asks as his eyes search my face.


  “No,” I say, and anger fills his eyes. My face softens and I move from my chair, climbing onto his lap and straddling him. “I want to marry you, no one else,” I explain softly, pushing my fingers through his hair.


  “Damn right, only me,” he grunts, grabbing my ass and pulling me tighter against him, making me smile.


  “We still have stuff we haven’t talked about,” I say, worried as I watch pain slice through his features.


  He shakes his head like he’s getting rid of whatever put that look in his eyes, then murmurs, “We have years, Lea. As long as we’re together, nothing else matters.” He leans in and places a soft kiss on my mouth then holds my face gently in his hands. “Now, tell me you’ll be my wife.”


  “Is that really how you’re going to ask me to marry you? You’re going to tell me what to say?” I laugh, leaning my forehead against his.


  “Whatever works.” He smiles, then his eyes go soft and he pulls my forehead away from his. “Lea Lamb, will you marry me?”


  Tears sting my nose and I squeeze my eyes closed briefly before opening them back up and meeting his gaze. “I have always been yours, Wolf, so the answer is yes.”


  “We’re gonna be happy, Little Lamb.” His hands wrap around my jaw and he tugs gently, bringing my mouth to his, nipping my bottom lip then the top one before wrapping his hand around my hair and tilting my head to the side, deepening the kiss.


  “What are you doing?” I squeak, wrapping my arms around his shoulders and legs around his hips as he picks me up.


  “Taking you to bed,” he mutters, carrying me upstairs to the bedroom, where he makes love to me gently before tucking me into his side and falling asleep.


  “Austin,” I whimper, pressing my heels into the mattress and lifting my core farther into his mouth as he devours me. I woke up moments ago, with his face between my legs.


  “Fuck my face, Lea,” he growls, adding one finger then two, pressing them deep inside me, then curling up and hitting my g-spot.


  “I’m going to come,” I moan as my head tilts back and my legs close around his ears, trapping his mouth and fingers in place as an orgasm rocks through my body almost unexpectedly, sending me off to the stars. I come back to myself as he thrusts, planting himself deep, I wrap my legs around him, rocking my hips forward, trying to get him to move. As I tangle my hands in his hair, his head bends forward, pulling one nipple into his mouth, stealing a moan from my throat as his hands slide around my back, lifting my ass higher.


  “Please move,” I whimper, using the heels of my feet on the back of his thighs to rock up and down his length. “Yes!” I cry as he slides out then slams deep over and over, hitting something deep inside me. His mouth moves to mine as his hand slides up, cupping my breasts, then down over my stomach so his thumb can roll over my clit.


  His pace picks up, his thrusts become jerky, and then his mouth moves to my nipple, pulling hard, sending a zing to my core, and another orgasm rocks through me, this one bigger than the first. My limbs tighten as my core convulses around him, pulling him deeper as he groans his orgasm into the skin of my throat.


  “Morning.” He smiles, lifting his head. His eyes are soft and there is a new brightness in them that puts me at ease.


  “Morning.” I smile back, feeling my eyes begin to slide closed.


  “Sleep, baby,” he chuckles, kissing me as he pulls out. Then the bed dips and I hear the shower turn on as I fall back asleep.


  “I’m heading out.”


  “Love you.” I snuggle deeper under the covers, feeling him kiss me once more.


  “Love you, baby. See you in forty-eight hours.” That thought makes me pout. His laugh hits my ears and I open my eyes to glare at him. “I’ll be home before you know it.” Settling my hand on his beard covered cheek, his head turns and he kisses my palm then pulls his fist out of the bed, muttering, “Be good.”


  “You, too,” I say as I watch him walk to the bedroom door, closing it behind him as he leaves.


  Getting out of bed a few hours later, I make my way down to the kitchen and turn on the radio while I make myself a cup of coffee. Bending double over the counter, I sip my coffee and make a list of things I need to get done today. I need to get the water and electricity turned on at my office, then stop at the grocery store to pick up the basics for the house, and to see if any of the shops in town have any canisters for the kitchen, because Austin doesn’t have any. Knowing now that this is going to be my home too, I want to put my touch on it.


  I also needed to get stools for the island, but I have a feeling we’re going to have to make a trip to Anchorage for those. Lifting my head, I look at the open living room and smile as I see the almost blank canvas of the house. I can’t wait to make this our home.


  Taking my coffee with me, I head back upstairs and shower. Once out I tie my hair up on top of my head, not bothering with blowing it out or makeup. Going to the closet I find a pair of jeans and a plain red t-shirt and put them on before taking my cup with me back downstairs, setting the cup in the sink, and slipping on my boots by the door. Looking out the window noticing large black clouds I grab my raincoat then pick up my bag and car keys and head to my car.


  Pulling into the parking lot of the grocery store, I look up through my windshield and watch as the storm clouds turn the sky even darker as they roll in.


  I had been at the electric company when the girl who was turning on the power at my office told me the coastguard had made an announcement. There is a storm coming in and they predict gale-force winds, and waves fifteen-to-twenty feet high.


  Opening the door, the wind whips inside, making me shiver. I tuck my bag under my arm, and get out quickly running across the parking lot, using my raincoat as a shield against the wind as I make it into the store.


  “Hey, Lea,” Dan, the manager of the store, says as I set my items on the conveyer belt.


  “Hi, Dan, how are you? How’s Jane?”


  “Good.” He smiles gently. Dan and his wife were the first to stop by after my passed away, to bring me food.


  “Good,” I repeat, sliding my card through the card reader.


  “Is Austin heading into port?” he asks, looking out the window. I follow his eyes and see the sky has gotten impossibly darker since I came inside the store.


  “He should be. I guess the coastguard sent out a warning,” I tell him as a niggle of worry begins to run through me.


  “Tell him we say hi.”


  “I will, and when you and Jane get time, we should have dinner.”


  “Jane would like that,” he says softly, handing me my bags. “Get home safe.”


  “I will.” I smile leaving the store and running back across the parking lot.


  Rain starts pouring down in sheets as I turn on my car, making it hard to see, even with the wipers on full-blast. I drive slowly home, being extra cautious, which turns a fifteen-minute drive into a thirty-minute one. When I reach the house, I’m surprised that Austin’s truck isn’t parked under the deck in his usual spot. I figured with the warning out he would have been home by now. Trying not to think about it, I head inside to put groceries away.


  “What the hell?” I look at the clock, realizing it’s been two hours since I arrived home. Picking up the house phone off the counter, I dial the number for Austin’s satellite phone and listen as it rings over and over again. “He’s probably docking, Lea. Get a grip,” I tell myself, setting the phone down and turning on the TV. Nervousness begins to settle deep inside of me as I watch the Weather Channel.


  An hour later, after pacing the floor and calling Austin repeatedly, I dial Rhonda to see if she’s heard anything from Ben. “Hey, did Ben make it in?” I ask her as soon as she answers, not even giving her a chance to speak.


  “He just docked and said he would be home soon. Are you okay?” she asks, sounding worried.


  “I can’t get ahold of Austin. Can you ask Ben if he’s heard from him, or seen him?” I inquire, stopping to look out the window.


  “Honey,” she whispers, and I shake my head. I don’t like that tone; it makes me feel like I’m dumb for worrying.


  “Just let me know if he’s heard from him, please,” I say, hanging up, not waiting to hear her reply. Tears start to fill my eyes, but I choke them down, whispering over and over, “It’s okay. He’s okay,” as I pace back and forth with the phone in my hand, clinging to it like a lifeline, and then almost drop it when the ringing startles me.


  “Austin?” I breathe, pressing the phone to my ear.


  “Lea, it’s Ben.”


  My heart sinks and my eyes go to the window, not actually seeing anything as I look outside. “Have you heard from him?” I ask as my hands start to shake.


  “No, I tried to use the CB, but I couldn’t get through.”


  “Oh, God.” Bile crawls up the back of my throat, and I’m sure I’m going to be sick.


  “I’m sure he’s fine, Lea. He probably dropped anchor and is waiting out the storm.”


  “You’re probably right,” I whisper as my eyes squeeze shut. “If you hear from him, will you please call me?”


  “He’s okay, Lea.”


  “I know.” He has to be. There is no other option. My heart couldn’t take any more loss as it is. The fragile pieces Austin had put back together again are far too splintered to make it through anything else.


  “Why don’t you come hang out with us at the house until he gets home?”


  “No, it’s okay,” I say, walking over to the wall of windows, watching as the storm beats mercilessly against the sea.


  “Do you want us to come to you?” Ben asks, sounding almost panicked.


  “No, I’ll be fine. Kiss Rhonda and Braden for me.” I hang up, hearing Ben curse before the phone clicks off.


  I sit down on the couch and continue to press redial over and over on the phone as I watch the storm outside. Every time he doesn’t answer, my worry increases until I’m practically vibrating with anxiety as I sit there with the phone in my hand.


  “Hello?” I answer the phone when it rings.


  “Lea.”


  “Oh, Ben.”


  “Hey, I just wanted to tell you there are a few boats that are docked near Shelter Bay. I’m sure that’s where Austin is.”


  “How do you know?” I practically beg.


  “It’s where most of the boats went that were too far out to make it to port,” he explains.


  “But you’re not sure Austin is with them, right?”


  “No,” he mutters, and that sinking feeling in my chest grows even bigger.


  “He’s not answering,” I tell him, wiping my cheeks.


  “I’m sure the storm is making it hard for him to get a signal.”


  “You’re probably right,” I say, but even to my own ears my tone sounds defeated.


  “Lea, he’ll come home.”


  “Okay,” I tell him, holding the phone to my ear as I lie on the couch, facing the windows. “Call if you hear from him.”


  I hang up then dial Austin’s number again, begging him to answer, only he doesn’t. No matter how many times I call, he doesn’t answer, and every time, I feel myself sinking deeper into the darkness until I’m drowning in it.


  “Lea, baby.”


  I feel myself being shaken and my eyes fly open. Austin is in front of me, wearing what he had on when he left this morning, only his clothes are soaked and his hair is wet.


  “You came home.” I throw myself into his arms as a sob rips from my chest.


  “Of course I did, baby.” His arms slide easily around me and he moves, sitting with me as I cry into his shirt, trying to reassure myself he’s with me, that he’s okay, but no matter what I do, it’s not working. I want to tell him I’m scared, that I don’t know if I can do this, but no words come out. All I can do I sit there and cry.


  “Let’s go to bed,” he says softly, picking me up and carrying me upstairs. Once we reach the room, he gets me undressed and puts me in bed. Tears continue to silently fall from my eyes as I watch him remove his clothes, then scoot back when he lifts the blankets, climbing into bed and wrapping himself around me.


  “I love you, Lea,” he says, making me cry harder as his arms wrap tighter around me, and he whispers soothing words as he rubs my back.


  I lie there until the sun begins to rise, Austin’s breath has evened out, and his hand has stopped moving over me. Rolling over, I slowly slip out of his arms, not even giving myself a chance to look at him one last time before I go to the closet and pull one of his shirts off the shelf. I slip it on over my head then find my sweats, pulling them on before making my way quietly out of the room, shutting the door behind me.


  The endless stream of tears hasn’t let up since last night, and I try to fight them back as I head out to my car, but I can barely see as I start my engine and drive back through town. When I reach my parents’ house, I physically have to hold myself together as I go inside. Shutting the door, my legs give out, so I roll myself into a ball on the floor and cry.


  Waking up, it takes a moment to realize I’m lying on the floor and that there is someone knocking on the door. Getting to my feet, I pull the door open a crack and look outside, coming face-to-face with a woman I don’t recognize.


  “Lea?” she says, looking concerned.


  “Can I help you?”


  “I’m Elza. I work for Mr. Douglas. I’ve been trying to get ahold of you, but I haven’t been able to reach you by phone since we last spoke, so I wanted to stop by and see if I could catch you at home.”


  Home? I’m not home. My home is with Austin, I think, feeling a fresh wave of tears fill my eyes.


  “If it’s too much, I can come back another time,” she says softly, studying my tear-stained face.


  “No, please, it’s okay.” I move back from the door as she enters, then lead her into the living room, sitting across from her on the chair.


  “There isn’t much to go over.” She smiles, pulling out a folder, and begins going over my mom’s assets and information about the house.


  I don’t even really hear her as she talks. I need to go back to Austin. Even if I was told the future and found out he would die tomorrow, I would want to spend every minute with him that I can. I can’t live without him.


  “There is also a letter from your mom,” she says, and my eyes finally focus on her.


  “A letter?”


  “Yes, sorry, I didn’t know about it until this morning when I gathered your stuff together. If I had known, I would have sent this stuff in the mail,” she apologizes as she hands me a white envelope with my name scrolled across the front in my mom’s handwriting.


  “It’s okay,” I mutter, unable to look away from envelope in my hands.


  “If you need anything, don’t be afraid to call,” she says, and I nod, holding the letter to my chest as I follow behind her to the door.


  “Thank you, Elza.”


  She looks at me over her shoulder and smiles, muttering a goodbye as I close the door behind her. Leaning back against the door I pull the envelope open, carefully removing the letter and unfolding it.


  My dear, beautiful girl,


  If you’re reading this, it means my time here is over and I’ve moved on to my next adventure.


  I wish we’d had more time. That I would have had more time to tell you how proud I am of you, how amazed I am by the woman you’ve become. That every day I spent with you, I realized I had done something right while I was alive.


  I also want to apologize; I want to tell you how sorry I am for not being stronger when you needed me to be. When your dad died, half of me died with him. From that day on, I tried to be courageous, but I was so scared that I let that feeling suffocate me.


  I didn’t want to see you suffer the same fate as me. I didn’t want to have to look into your eyes if something happened to Austin, so I did what I thought was right. I did what my heart told me to do.


  I know the kind of man Austin is, and I know he probably hasn’t told you what I did, because he doesn’t want you to hate me, but I lied to you both. I let my own fears hurt you more than losing him ever could have.


  Austin looked for you, honey. He never stopped. Lord knows I threatened him to stay away, but he always came back, begging me to tell him where you were. He never stopped, until I told him you moved on, that you were happy without him and he needed to find his own happiness.


  That day, I saw a light go off in his eyes, the same light I saw extinguished in yours when I told you the same thing.


  I’m so sorry I was a coward, and I hope with time you can forgive me.


  I know if you and Austin can work things out, you two will be happy. You deserve to be happy.


  I love you, Lea. You were what kept me alive, when I felt like giving up. Now it’s time for you to find your own light. You are the best of both me and your dad, and know that we are proud of you.


  Love, Mom.


  Whimpering fresh tears fall from my eyes as I watch the letter float to the floor.


  
    Chapter 15

  


  Austin


  Reaching out for Lea, I come up empty and my eyes fly open. She’s never left the bed before me, and judging by the feel of the cold sheets, she’s been gone awhile. Last night, when I got home and found her curled into a ball on the couch, with her cheeks wet with tears and the lost look in her eyes. I knew this was the point I had been dreading, the point when I was forced to make her face her fears. I’m not her dad. Yes, men die every day on the ocean, but the chance of something happening to me is as likely as me getting hit by a car while crossing the street.


  Last night, I knew she wasn’t in the right headspace to talk about what happened, but I stupidly assumed she would be here so we could talk about it this morning.


  “Fuck,” I clip, putting my feet on the floor, then pick up my jeans and stand to pull them on. “Lea!” I roar, opening the bedroom door, only to be greeted by silence as I make my way downstairs to the kitchen, tugging my shirt on over my head as I go.


  I’m going to kiss her and tell her it will be okay then spank her for this, for running out on me.


  I wasn’t lying when I told Ken I wouldn’t let her go. She is mine and would always be mine, even if she has to go out on the boat with me every time I go, so that—God forbid—we die together, then so be it.


  I grab my keys from the counter and head down to my truck, getting in, starting it up, doing a U-turn in the driveway, and then head towards her parents’ house.


  Turning on the wipers as the rain falls harder, I curse under my breath when I see parts of the road have been flooded from the storm. I know Lea had been crying most of the night, and I’m sure she was a mess when she left the house before I woke up. Knowing she drove in that state, with the weather this bad, only serves to piss me off more. Her car isn’t a piece of shit, but it doesn’t have four-wheel drive, and something could easily happen to her.


  Seeing headlights coming toward me, I slow down then notice its Lea’s car. Flashing my lights, I put my foot on the brake and pull off to the side of the road. Her car comes to a stop a few feet in front of my truck, and before I can even open my door, she’s out of her car, running towards me, her face red and blotched with tears, but the look in her eyes is what causes my gut to clench. She looks sad, yes, but her light is back. My feet hit the muddy ground as her body runs full-force into mine, knocking the breath out of me before I have a chance to prepare myself for impact.


  “I’m sorry,” she cries as her nails dig into my skin through my shirt. “I left you again. I’m so sorry.” She sobs as rain beats down on us, soaking through our clothes.


  “Baby,” I say softly, running my hand over the back of her wet hair and holding her closer to me.


  “You don’t un-under-st-stand I’m so afraid of being left that I believed if I left first, it wouldn’t hurt as bad, th-that I would be okay, but I’m n-not.” Her head burrows into my chest and her arms tighten around me.


  “I’m not letting you go, Lea,” I tell her, dipping my head towards her ear. “I’m never letting you go, not again.”


  Her head tilts back and her sad, wet eyes blink up at me as the rain falls down, washing away her tears. I hold her cheeks between my hands and lower my head, kissing her, needing her to understand I love her and haven’t given up on us.


  “Let’s get you home,” I say, pressing my forehead to hers, feeling her nod.


  “My car,” she hiccups as I help her into the truck.


  “You’re in no shape to drive, Lea. I’m gonna pull it off to the side of the road and come back for it later,” I tell her, wiping away a few of her tears.


  She nods, ducking her head, looking at her lap. Placing my fingers under her chin I pull up until her gaze meets mine. “I love you, Lea.” I tell her gently.


  “You shouldn’t,” she whispers, breaking my heart.


  “It’s impossible not to. Whatever we have to do, we’ll do it in order for this not to happen again,” Pulling back from her I turn up the heat when I notice that her teeth are chattering hard. Shutting the door I go to her car, backing it up off the side of the road. Once I’m back in the truck again, I make a U-turn and head back to the house.


  I don’t know how to deal with what is going on in her head, but I know I need to find a way to break through to her. This is something her mother should have gotten her help for. She should have made sure her daughter was taken care of. I know it’s completely fucked up to be mad at a dead woman, but I’m so fucking angry with her for not only what she did to me and Lea, but for the way she fed Lea’s illness, never understanding she wasn’t helping her by allowing her to ignore the real reason she had left home.


  “I know you’re mad at me.” Lea’s soft, sad voice pulls me out of my thoughts, and I take her hand in mine, locking our fingers together.


  “I’m mad that you drove in your condition, but I’m not mad at you, baby. I’m worried about you.”


  “I tried to fight it,” she whispers.


  “I know you did, but you don’t have to fight alone, not anymore,” I tell her, giving her hand a squeeze.


  When we pull up to the house, I get out and go around to her side and lift her out of the truck to carry her slight weight in my arms up the stairs. Her teeth are still chattering, and tears are still falling from her eyes as I get the sliding door open then closed, taking her up the stairs through the bedroom, into the bathroom. I set her on her feet so I can start up the bath. When I turn around, she’s watching me closely, looking unsure of what to do.


  Pulling my shirt over her head, I toss it toward the laundry basket then do the same with her sweats, bra, and underwear. When I help her into the warm bath, tears are still falling from her eyes. I didn’t know one person could produce so many tears. Helping her lean back in the water then grab her shampoo and conditioner from the shower stall. Once I have her hair washed and begin using the conditioner, her eyes close and her teeth stop chattering.


  “You can’t leave me again, Lea,” I rumble, feeling my throat go tight with emotions. I can handle a lot, but being without her ever again is something I don’t ever want to face.


  “I’m so sorry,” she sobs, leaning over the side of the tub, soaking my shirt with her tears and water as her arms wrap around my shoulders. Kissing her hair, I unwrap her arms and use one of the bars of soap to wash her off quickly before grabbing a towel and picking her up from the tub. Carrying her into the bedroom I lay her on the bed. Then, pull off my clothes and get in with her.


  “Did you ever talk to anyone when you left home? Ever talk to anyone about your dad’s death?” I ask her once I have her body almost completely under mine, where I know she won’t be able to get away again.


  “No, I didn’t want to think about it.” She squeezes her eyes closed.


  “Did you talk to your mom about it, and how his death affected you?” I ask softly.


  “No, I told her I had to leave, and she made it possible for me to do it. We never talked about him, not really until I came home.”


  “Yeah.” I shake my head, looking out at the view as the dark clouds are replaced by blue skies.


  “I know what she did,” she whispers, and I frown, tilting my head down to look at her. Her eyes open slowly and meet mine.


  “What who did?”


  “My mom…I-I got a letter from her today.” I nod and she pulls her bottom lip into her mouth. “She lied.”


  “She did,” I agree, holding her a little closer.


  “I don’t want to be mad at her.” She closes her eyes.


  “Baby,” I say softly as tears stream down her cheeks.


  “I told her I wanted to come home. She told me there was nothing for me here, that you had moved on.”


  Fuck! “I never moved on, Lea. I didn’t know it, but I have always been waiting for you to come home to me.”


  “You’re my home,” she says, gutting me wide open. “I don’t know how to get rid of this fear, but I know I want to. I don’t want to be without you.”


  “We’ll find you someone to talk to.” I assure her.


  “I can’t be without you,” she reiterates.


  “Then you’ll come on the boat with me. We’ll find a way to make it work until you’re strong enough,” I reassure her, running my fingers through her hair. “But you never leave me again without talking to me. The only times I have ever been afraid in my life have been the times I’ve been forced to think of a future without you.” I need her to understand that my fear is the same as hers.


  “You don’t deserve that.”


  “I don’t and neither do you, baby. That’s part of what you need to understand; you deserve happiness, just as much as anyone else. We deserve to be happy, Lea, to start a life together, to have babies, to watch them grow. We both deserve that,” I whisper the last part, and her body shakes against mine as new tears fall from her eyes. “The tears are killing me,” I tell her, kissing her forehead.


  “I haven’t stopped crying. I don’t know what’s wr-wrong w-with me.”


  “You have a lot you need to let go of. You can cry as long as you need to,” I reply, resting my hand over her stomach.


  An hour later, when the tears haven’t died down and she still hasn’t slept, I kiss her forehead and move away from her. “Be right back, baby,” I whisper to her. She nods, curling into a ball and hugging my pillow against her chest. Grabbing a pair of sweats, I pull them on then find my phone and take it with me downstairs, where I call Keith and ask him if he can get me something that will help her sleep. When I get back upstairs, she’s still crying while staring out the window.


  “Is everything okay?” she asks as I hand her a bottle of water.


  “Keith is going to stop by and drop off something to help you sleep,” I tell her, helping her lie back down. She nods, but doesn’t say anything, just watches me closely. Twenty minutes later, the doorbell goes off and I kiss her forehead again, muttering “I’ll be right back. When I reach the kitchen Keith is looking through the glass door with his hands in his pockets and a concerned look on his face.


  “She okay?” he asks, when I open the door.


  Running my hand over my head I shrug. “She hasn’t slept. I don’t know how much of our history you know, but last night, I got stuck out in the storm. It took a while to make it into port, and by the time I got home, she was almost catatonic. She’s been crying since then, if not before, and she hasn’t slept.”


  “Christ,” he mutters, looking toward the stairs. “Do you want me to check her out?”


  “No, I don’t think that will help right now,” I tell him, and he nods then hands me a small bag.


  “I put two pills in there. If she needs more after today, just have her call and I’ll get her a prescription.


  “I appreciate this, man.”


  “No problem. Let me know if you need anything.”


  “Will do,” I say, watching him leave, then I head back upstairs.


  “What’s this?” Lea asks as I hand her a pill and the bottle of water I sat on her bedside table earlier.


  “A sleeping pill,” I say, brushing some hair off her forehead. She nods, puts it in her mouth, and then takes a gulp of water. “It will all be okay, Lea.” I lie back down with her pulling her into my arms.


  “I know.” She snuggles into me as I run my fingers up and down her arm. Only when she’s breathing evenly and her body has relaxed against mine do I feel myself relax. I know it’s going to take sometime for her to be okay but I know that we just made it through the worst of the storm.


  Turning my head, I let my eyes roam over Lea as she stands at the mouth of the living room. Her hair is up on top of her head, and her eyes are no longer red from crying, but still look soft from sleep. “Hey.” Her soft voice washes over me, and I stop stirring the soup and hold out my hand towards her.


  “Come here, baby.”


  She moves to me slowly then wraps her arms around my waist and presses her face into my bare chest.


  “How are you feeling?”


  “Better,” she mumbles, kissing over my heart.


  “I was going to bring you some food.”


  “Can we eat outside instead?”


  “Sure, grab some bowls,” I tell her, pulling the sourdough bread out of the oven then filling both bowls with clam chowder, putting both on large plates.


  “What would you like to drink?” she asks.


  “Just grab me a water, baby.” I say walking out to the deck, setting both the plates down on the table then pulling out her chair before she takes a seat.


  “It’s so nice out,” she says, looking out at the water that the sun has just began to set over.


  “Ben and Rhonda stopped by while you were sleeping. They said they would be by in a couple days,” I tell her, watching as she nods, fills her spoon, and takes a bite.


  “Did you tell them what happened?” she whispers, sounding unsure and sad.


  “Look at me, Lea,” I say, waiting for her gaze to meet mine. “I didn’t tell them, but you have no reason to feel embarrassed. They’re your friends and are worried about you. You scared them yesterday.”


  She nods and lowers her gaze again. “I’m going to ask Rhonda if she knows anyone in town that I can talk to.”


  “I think that would be good, baby,” I agree softly.


  “My mom told you what she did, didn’t she?” she asks, while her eyes are glued on the view.


  “She did.” I agree feeling my fist tighten around the spoon in my hand.


  “When?” she prompts and I drop my spoon and place my hand on her thigh. “Is that why you changed your mind about me, about us?” She asks softly turning to look at me with fresh tears in her eyes.


  “We were inevitable, Lea. Even if your mom would have kept her secret, I eventually would have gone after you.”


  “But—” Her bottom lip trembles as I shake my head.


  “There are no buts.” I run my thumb over her lips. “When I saw you out with Keith, I wanted to beat the shit out of him, then I wanted to follow you into the bathroom and fuck you until you told me that you were mine.”


  “Oh,” she mumbles, looking adorable.


  “It’s always been you Lea. There has never been anyone else for me but you.”


  “I’m sorry I left you.” She whispers and I get up from my chair and crouch down in front of her holding her face gently in my palms.


  “You have nothing to be sorry about. Sometimes bad shit happens so that you know when you have something good and don’t take it for granted. I wish we didn’t miss out on so much time baby but we cant change that now, now all we can do is work on building a future together and making every moment count.” I tell her wiping away her tears as they fall.


  “I wont leave you again.”


  “It wouldn’t mater if you tried because you wouldn’t get far.” I say and she shakes her head and I watch her lips tip up in the corners.


  “We good?” I ask and she nods once. Tugging the underside of her chin forward I kiss her softly muttering. “Eat, baby,” against her lips before moving back to my chair.


  By the time we’re finished eating, the sun has sunk below the horizon, casting a glow across the deck, so I lead her inside, putting our dishes in the sink on the way, then take her to the wall of windows in the living room and wrap my arms around her.


  “This is where we were meant to end up.” I kiss the skin behind her ear. “You, with me.” I run my hands down her arms and intertwine her fingers with mine, lifting them up and placing them on the window in front of us, leaving them there as I run my hands down her sides then around to cup her breasts. “We fit perfectly together,” I murmur, licking along her neck, stopping at her ear, biting down on her earlobe while my fingers slide down then up and under her top, cupping her breast where I pull her nipples, causing her to moan and her ass to press back into me. “This is us.”


  I lean back and look at us in the reflection of the glass as my hand slides down inside her panties, through her wet folds, and zeroes in on her clit, causing her eyes to go half-mast. “Do you feel that, baby?” I ask, tugging her nipple.


  “Yes…” she hisses, wrapping her arm around the back of my neck and tilting her head farther to the side, giving me full access to her neck, where I lick and pull her skin. “Austin,” she whimpers as my fingers slide in, filling her while my thumb slides over her clit in fast circles.


  The muscles of her pussy start to convulse as she screams my name. My cock throbs as her body goes limp against me, and I remove my fingers, bringing them to my mouth, sucking them clean. Turning in my arms she runs her tongue over my bottom lip, pulling it with her teeth. Then, drops to her knees in front of me. When her eyes meet mine, she licks her lips, pulling down on my sweats, then wraps her hand around me. Dropping her eyes to my length as she pumps up and down, her gaze then meets mine again as her small pink tongue comes out, licking the drop of precum from my tip.


  “Wrap that pretty little mouth around me, baby, and suck,” I tell her, pushing my fingers through her hair at the side of her head. Her mouth opens around me, taking me fully in, swirling her tongue around the length as her hand moves in sync with her mouth. My head drops back as she works me over, and my legs start to buckle as she suctions her mouth. “Fuck,” I groan, digging my fingers deeper into her hair and moving her faster as my eyes drop back down to watch myself disappear between her lips.


  When the tingle starts at the base of my spine, I pick her up off the ground, making her gasp as I lift her in my arms, pressing her back to the glass as I move her panties to the side and slam deep. “Did taking me with your mouth get you hot, Little Lamb? Your pussy is fucking dripping all over my dick,” I growl, thrusting my tongue into her mouth as my hips piston forward, taking her hard and deep until I’m balls-deep inside of her heat.


  Her hands hold onto my hair as my hands hold her ass, lifting and dropping her hard. This time, when the urge to come hits me, I pull my mouth from hers and look into her eyes. “So fucking beautiful. This is us, baby. This is where we were meant to be.”


  I roar, feeling her pussy convulse as my hips jerk forward and my come fills her. Walking backwards to the couch, I collapse, still buried deep in her heat, feeling her core tighten in sync with her heartbeat that is drumming against my chest.
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  “Are you guys okay?” Ben asks, pulling a chair up next to mine on the deck.


  I look through the glass doors, into the kitchen, and nod as I watch Lea hold Braden in her arms while talking to Rhonda. “We’re getting there. It’s going to take some time for her to be okay about me being on the boat with out her, but now that she’s been going to counseling, her anxiety has lessened. Every day, it gets a little better.”


  “I can’t believe you guys went to Vegas and got married,” he mutters, sounding annoyed, which only makes me smile.


  “Told you I wasn’t gonna wait any longer.”


  “I know, but I would’ve liked to have gone,” he pouts, crossing his arms over his chest.


  “We’ll have a party, brother.” I smile, taking a pull from my beer then turning my head to look through the window of the living room. Above the fireplace, Lea has our wedding picture blown up and hanging there above the picture her mom took of us years ago. We had gone to Vegas two weeks ago, neither of us wanting to wait any longer. We were only gone for three days, because we both had to get back to work, but I promised Lea that over winter, we would spend a month on a beach of her choice. I was looking forward to that—her in a bikini, while trying to get her pregnant, sounded like the perfect way to spend the winter.


  “You’re so pussy whipped,” he mutters, breaking me out of my thoughts just as Rhonda calls his name. He gets up, goes to her side, and wraps his arm around her shoulders. I shake my head knowing he’s just as gone over his wife as I’m over mine.


  “Are you okay?” Lea asks, coming outside. I pull her down onto my lap and kiss her, then watch as she takes a drink of my beer.


  “Couldn’t be better,” I murmur.


  Her head turns towards me and her eyes study mine. “I love you, Austin Wolf.”


  “Love you too, Little Wolf,” I say, making her laugh as she leans forward to kiss me.


  
    Epilogue

  


  Four years later


  I wake to the gentle sway of the water rocking the boat and look at the time, seeing I’ve been asleep for a little over an hour. Rolling out of bed, I put my feet on the cool wood floor then grab my sweater, wrapping it around myself as I make my way through the kitchen to the stairs.


  The sight that greets me makes every harsh breath I have ever taken worth fighting for. Austin is standing near the edge of the boat with our son Jacob, who we named after my dad, between his spread thighs, both holding onto a fishing pole.


  As if he senses me standing there, his head turns in my direction, our gazes lock, and his face goes soft as his eyes sweep over me.


  “Hey, baby,” he says softly, holding out his hand towards me.


  “Mommy, wook! I’m fishing.” I pull my eyes from my husband, look at my son, and smile as I make my way toward them. As soon as I’m close enough, Austin’s arm wraps around my shoulders and his mouth dips to kiss my neck.


  “What are you guys fishing for?” I ask my son, running my hand over his blonde hair that’s shaggy just like his fathers.


  “Hawwobit,” he replies, biting his lip in concentration.


  “Did you sleep okay?” Austin asks.


  I tilt my head back and answer, “Yes.”


  His eyes go even softer, his hand runs over my stomach that has just started to protrude, and he mutters, “Good,” placing a soft kiss on my lips.


  “I love you,” I tell him, feeling like the words are so insignificant. Every day, I work at giving him a fraction of what he has given to me, but really, how can you ever repay the person who breathed life back into you?


  “You more, baby.” He smiles, kissing my nose, then bends away, saying, “You got a big one. Are you ready?” to our son.


  “Yes,” Jacob says, and they begin reeling in the line, pulling up a large halibut, with both eyes on the top of its head. Once they have the fish on deck, they work together to get it in the tank as I stand by, watching.


  “Are you guys hungry?” I ask, observing as they drop the line into the water once more.


  “No,” Jacob says, not even bothering to look at me.


  “Let’s go have some lunch. We’ll come back out and fish after we eat,” Austin tells Jacob, making him frown. He may only be four, but fishing is already in his blood.


  “But I don’t want to eat,” he complains as he is picked up.


  “I brought your favorite cookies, and if you eat lunch with me, I’ll let you have two,” I bribe him.


  “Do I get his cookies if he doesn’t eat his lunch?” Austin asks as we head down to the kitchen.


  “You get your own cookies,” I tell him, smiling when I hear a rumble come from his chest then feel his hand on my ass.


  “Yeah, Daddy, you get your own cookies,” Jacob repeats, making me laugh and Austin chuckle.
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  Two years later


  I lean back against the kitchen counter and smile as I watch Lea look through the telescope out on the deck. Pouring her a glass of wine, I grab a beer for myself then grab the baby monitor off the counter and slide the door open.


  “Did they go down okay?” she asks as I take a seat and pull her into my lap.


  “Josie made me read her three stories before she finally passed out, and Jacob was asleep before I even got him out of the bath,” I say, watching her eyes soften as they always do when we talk about the kids. I put my beer to my lips and take a pull then hand her the glass of wine I brought out for her.


  “I can’t have this,” she says softly, and my stomach clenches.


  “You pregnant again?”


  “Don’t act like you’re surprised. You have super sperm, and all we have to do is say we’re ready for another one, and I’m pregnant.”


  “True.” I smile, pulling her closer so I can take her mouth in a deep kiss that soon has her turning and straddling my lap. Running my hands up her thighs, under my shirt she’s wearing, I notice she’s only wearing her panties and the fucking socks that have gotten her fucked more times than I can even count.


  “Fuck,” I growl into her neck then move her to lean over the balcony; where I make love to her under the Alaskan sky before carrying her into bed.


  Listening to Lea breathe I tilt my head back and look out the window as a large shooting star passes overhead. Twenty-six years ago, I wished on a star that Lea would be my wife, it took awhile, but my wish came true. I hoped that whoever was wishing on that star was as lucky as me.


  Wide open spaces


  The story of Zach and Shelby


  Coming2016


  
    Acknowledgment

  


  First I want to give thanks to God without him none of this would be possible.


  Second I want to thank my husband. I love you now and always. I would be lost without your never ending support. My cookie our bond is deeper then blood and I love you.


  To my editors. Kayla, you know I adore you woman, thank you for all your hard work and for being an editing rock-star. Jennifer thank you and I can’t wait to work with you in the future.


  Thank you to my cover designer and friend Sara Eirew your design and photography skills are unbelievable. I love that you accept my craziness and that you know what I’m looking for even when I just have a vague idea. This cover is one of my all time favorites.


  Thank you to TRSOR you girls are always so hard working, I will forever be thankful for everything you do.


  Thank you to my girls, I love each of you so much you know who you are.


  Thank you to my Roses and my Dirty Dozen I wish I could hug you all your support means so much to me.


  To every Blog and reader thank you for taking the time to read and share my books. There would never be enough ink in the world to acknowledge you all but I will forever be grateful to each of you.


  XOXO Aurora


  
    From Me to you

  


  I started this writing journey after I fell in love with reading, like thousands of authors before me.


  I wanted to give people a place to escape where the stories were light and funny sweet and hot.


  I wanted my books to leave you feeling good maybe something to clean your pallet after a dark romance or a book that tore out your heart before putting it back together again.


  I have loved sharing my stories with you all, loved that readers message me to say that even for a moment they were able to escape into another world.


  I started writing for me and will continue writing for you.


  
    Other books by this Author

  


  The Until Series


  Until November– NOW AVAILABLE


  Until Trevor– NOW AVAILABLE


  Until Lilly– NOW AVAILABLE


  Until Nico– NOW AVAILABLE


  SECOND CHANCE HOLIDAY– NOW AVAILABLE


  Underground Kings Series


  Assumption– NOW AVAILABLE


  Obligation– NOW AVAILABLE


  Distraction– Coming Soon


  UNTIL HER SERIES


  UNTIL JULY– NOW AVAILABLE


  UNTIL HIM SERIES


  UNTIL JAX– COMING SOON


  Alpha Law


  Justified– NOW AVAILABLE


  Liability– Coming Soon


  Verdict– Coming Soon


  Shooting Stars series


  Fighting to breathe– Now available


  Wide open spaces– Coming soon

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
& US.
TSEL G UT O

AURORA ROSE -






OEBPS/Images/divider.jpeg





