
​Table of Contents

Title 

Copyright

Dedication

Other books by Martha O'Sullivan

Chapter One

Chapter Two 

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven 

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Sneak peek of Chance Encounter

Sneak peek of Last Chance


[image: ]


 

 

This book is a work of fiction. The names, places, incidents and characters are products of the author’s imagination and used fictionally. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form whatsoever without written permission. 

 

eBooks are not transferrable. They cannot be sold, shared or given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work. 

 

Second Chance 

 

Copyright © 2020 by Martha O’Sullivan 

 

Cover by Charmaine Ross

 

Formatting by coversbykaren.com


 

 

 

 

    To my husband Dan for making all my dreams come true 


 

 

 

The Chances Trilogy 

By Martha O’Sullivan

 

Second Chance 

Chance Encounter 

Last Chance

 

Christmas in Tahoe (Coming in November 2022)

 

Visit marthaosullivan.com for summaries, excerpts and more.


Chapter One

It was only because he was here again that she kept crossing his mind. He was long over her, Brian Rembrandt reminded himself with borrowed conviction, imbibing the brisk mountain air. All he needed was a stiff drink, a thick steak and a dealer having a bad night.  He wasn’t much of a gambler, but the cards would occupy his ruminating mind. And no matter how tired he was, he could still count to twenty-one. Pushing down the past, he crossed the street under a cloak of pine trees draped in velvety, gray light. 

He knew the way.  

This wasn’t his first time in Lake Tahoe, especially on the Fourth of July. Summer before last, he and Lindsay had watched the fireworks illuminate the basin here before making some sparks of their own on the beach. Lindsay had always wanted to make love on the sand, when the night was still but for the aspens whispering in the breeze and the occasional swoop of a gull’s wings. 

Brian had been happy to indulge her. Several times.   

“Good evening, sir,” the hostess greeted.

“Good evening.” Brian replied, stepping through the threshold of the huge mahogany doors. The floor-to-ceiling window wall gave way to a panoramic view of the lake cradled by the Sierra Nevadas. “Rembrandt for dinner.” 

“Yes, Mr. Rembrandt.” She consulted the chart on the podium, then directed him to the lodge-style restaurant at lake level. “Right this way.”

He began to oblige, but stopped midway down the stairs, momentarily mesmerized by the breathtaking fusion of pastels coaxing the crimson sun into the inky lake. So much so that when he resumed his stride, he inadvertently collided with someone. Careening on the staircase as if in slow motion, she attempted to grasp the banister for ballast. Instinctively, Brian hooked the waist of the woman half his size and pulled her to him. The force of his reach threw them both into the corner of the landing. “I’m so sorry!” he exclaimed, mortified.   

She shook back a mane of blonde hair, revealing porcelain skin and a glossy mouth parted in surprise. And cobalt eyes that twisted Brian’s stomach muscles into braided dough. He lost his breath. “Lindsay?” Her name catching in his throat, he stroked her cheek with the back of his free hand, holding her eyes in his for fear blinking would make her disappear. “My God, Lindsay.”  Their faces were so close together that the air her sharp breath took in had no doubt been in his lungs first. She gaped at him, as if she’d seen a ghost, as all color drained from her face. Heart beating out of his chest, Brian gulped back the shock and righted them both, taking her hand in the process. It felt soft and damp, like a morning rose. Or maybe that was his palm sweating.  After a shared moment of inertia, he asked, “Are you all right?” 

She gave him a slow, affirming nod. “Brian.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “What are you doing here?” She took her hand back and lifted her chin a notch.

His gaze seemed tethered to hers. “Putting out a fire.”    

Brows knotting, she narrowed her eyes. “A fire?”  

“Work.” Brian finally shook off the stupor.  “Long story.” 

A knowing smile curved her lips, but went no farther. “Oh.” 

He wondered if she meant to sound that disappointed. “I can’t believe you’re here. I was just thinking about you.”

That seemed to surprise, then please her. Her mouth opened, but before she could articulate the thought, a man wearing a puzzled expression and a concerned frown arrived. “Linds? You okay?”  

She swallowed the words, but her gaze remained fixed on his. “Yeah. I just lost my balance for a second.” She paused, then added, “Paul, this is Brian Rembrandt. Brian, Paul Webster.” 

Brian tore himself away from her and extended his hand perfunctorily. “Nice to meet you.” 

Lindsay’s companion met his firm handshake head-on. “Likewise.” 

 “Are you visiting your grandmother for the holiday weekend?” Brian returned to her, biting back the urge to break the arm now girdling Lindsay’s waist. 

Her face clouded and her eyes hinted of tears as she shook her head from side to side. “She passed away last year.”

Her irises were like bottomless pools, Brian reminded himself. And he suddenly found himself at risk of drowning. “I’m so sorry,” he told her from the heart. “I know how much she meant to you.” 

“She did indeed.” Her tone was wistful. “She was my only family.”

Silence hung over them for a few steady beats. Then her companion cleared his throat and broke it in an even voice. “Our food has probably arrived by now.  We should get back to our table.”

Lindsay’s gaze seemed to hold his a moment longer than she liked. Then she shifted her attention to her date and responded graciously, “Yes, of course. I never made it to the ladies room, though.” She excused herself and started up the stairs. 

Brian found himself reaching for her. “Lindsay.” 

She finished taking the step, then stopped. “It was nice to see you, Brian,” she tossed over her shoulder, swallowing hard. “Good luck with those fires.” 

Brian could do nothing but watch her walk away in stunned silence. Then his gaze drifted to Webster and a tacit message passed between them. With a superior smile and a chuckle in his eyes, the other man pivoted on his heel and retreated. 

“Mr. Rembrandt?” called a voice from below. “I can seat you now.”

 Brian turned his head and nodded to the woman not much older than his daughter. He made quick work of the remaining stairs and fell into step beside her.   

She showed him to a high-top table in the bar area.  “Just one for dinner, right?” she confirmed politely, removing the second table setting.

“Yeah,” Brian confirmed around a grunt. “Just one.” 

*****

“Where are they?” Lindsay scanned the beach.  Finally, she spotted them down by the shore.  The man pointed her out to the little boy, who began running toward her.“Mommy, Mommy!  We found sea glass!  Isn’t it cool?  Is it like the kind you used to find when you were little?” the towhead asked, wide-eyed with wonder. Nodding adoringly, Lindsay gave the crown of his wet head a tousle, then addressed his father. “Time for lunch.” He lifted the boy to his shoulders, then leaned down to kiss her…

Lindsay woke heaving shallow breaths. She sat up in bed with a shiver and rubbed away the goose bumps erupting on her arms.  The soft breeze raised the curtains, inviting the moonlight to streak the thick planks of her bedroom floor. She got up and closed the window before sitting on the window seat and gazing into the predawn darkness.  She hadn’t had a dream like that in ages. Seeing Brian must have triggered it. 

And that had been very real. 

She could still feel his hand on her cheek, she thought, raising hers to the same spot as the dream turned inward. And the rest of him looked as good as his hand had felt; the chiseled cheekbones and strong, square jawline on his perpetually suntanned face. She’d run her fingers through that ash blonde hair, slept against those broad shoulders and lost herself in those strong arms countless times.  He’d smelled morning fresh like he’d just showered and was dressed casually in khaki pants and a collared shirt.  He was here on business, he’d half-explained. She’d barely heard the words for the ringing in her ears and the thudding of her heart. And the hope that danced within her when he said he’d been thinking about her.

She’d been thinking about him too.  But that was nothing new; she’d thought about him every day over the last year. From the day she moved out of her apartment in San Francisco to the day she buried her grandmother. And, of course, yesterday when she’d found that yellowed, rectangular-shaped box in the attic. Now it was a new day, she thought, as the first bands of light fought the charcoal dim behind the mountains, and she was thinking of him still. 

But that would have to change. 

Soon she would be Mrs. Paul Webster, son of one of the most highly regarded oncologists on the West Coast. And his wife, philanthropist extraordinaire, credited for raising millions of dollars for the new pediatric cancer wing at Reno General Hospital. One that, coincidently, her architect son had designed. To whom Lindsay owed an apology. 

She’d foregone the ladies room for fresh air while, unbeknownst to her, Paul was instructing the kitchen to box their dinner. Once home, she barely picked at her food and after exaggerating an aching head, begged off the fireworks. After Paul left, she poured herself a healthy glass of wine, sat on the upstairs deck and had a good cry as the night sky exploded with color.  She’d considered calling Moira, but she would have insisted on driving up. She’d had a date last night, her first in months, and Lindsay had no intention of ruining it on the whim of a lovesick girlfriend.  

She let out an acquiescent sigh and ran an equally resigned hand through her hair. Must the Mountain Chickadee be so damned chipper at this hour?  From its incessant chirping you’d think it didn’t have a care in the world.  Envious, Lindsay grabbed her robe and went downstairs. Her bare feet cringed on the cold wood floor as she made her way to the kitchen. All was quiet on the lake. The fishermen weren’t out yet, the tourists were asleep and it was too early for the locals to go about the business of life. 

He’d been alone, she lightened, ladling a heaping scoop of grounds into the filter.  If he was seeing someone surely she would have accompanied him here on the holiday weekend, even on short notice. Not that it mattered, she reminded herself, extending her left arm and studying her hand, soon naked no longer. The solitaire had belonged to Paul’s grandmother and the smaller diamond her mother’s before her. He’d added to the original stones and reset the aggregate on a traditional gold band. Down on bended knee, Paul had been distracted by the ring slipping off, sparing him the astonishment that had no doubt flashed across her face, short-lived as it had been. Because the more she thought about it, the more sense it made. She loved Paul, after all.  They had all but grown up together, had the world in common, wanted the same things.  He would be a loving, faithful husband and a devoted father. The coffee maker beeped, ending her incongruous flight of fancy. Doctoring her coffee, she headed upstairs to start her day. She’d chosen the dream over the man. So she might as well start living it.


Chapter Two

The lake glistened like a sheet of sapphire glass reflecting the limpid sky, its silky waves swishing concertedly against the shore. The scent of suntan lotion and pine straw laced the breeze and Brian could taste summer in the air as he walked through the sand and crossed to the neighboring beach. 

 More gingerly than he liked, he self-admonished. 

 He’d relinquished his table for two and taken his dinner at the bar. Only he ate too little dinner and drank too much Scotch. Which was why his mouth felt stuffed full of cotton and his head pounded like a jackhammer.  

But that’s not why he’d rescheduled his flight.

He looked on as the reason he had crouched at the shore, as if searching for something in the fawn-colored sand. After a few moments of running her hands through it, she brushed them off and stood. Instantly the quicksilver of Brian’s heartbeat spread to his cock and ignited. He had feasted on those voluptuous breasts, slept wrapped around those dancers’ legs and unsparingly indulged himself in everything in between. And last night all he could think about was Paul Webster doing exactly the same thing. Which was why he was standing on the beach sweating his ass off instead of emptying his pockets in Security right now.  

He watched as Lindsay, oblivious to his lecherous contemplation, smoothed her hair and sat down. Sparing the phone on the chaise lounge a cursory glance, she tossed it into the mesh bag at her feet. She briefly considered the magazine that lay next to it before it saw the same fate. She reclined and within seconds her breathing leveled and her breasts began to move up and down steadily inside the clingy halter top. He wondered why she had done away with her sexy belly button ring.

Brian made his way to her. He stopped just short of her chair and shrouding her in his shadow, swallowed hard and found his voice. “Lindsay.” 

Her eyes flew open behind the Ray Bans she wore and her lips parted in silent surprise for a few blinks. Then, in a voice colored with awe, she sat up with matching consternation. “Brian.” 

Holding her eyes in his, Brian decided he didn’t care if she was alone or not. He was going to say his piece. “May I?” 

“Sure,” she stammered, gesturing to the foot of the chair and scooting up to the top. Cocking her head to the side, she took him in. “You remembered this is my beach.” 

He hated that she found that so shocking. “Yeah,” he told her. “I remembered.” He sat on the edge of the cushion, mindful to leave a buffer zone between them. She was looking at him expectantly, as if waiting for him to speak. So he did. “What happened to you last night?  You disappeared.” 

Again.

 “Yeah.” She sent a revelatory look out over the water. “I had to get out of there.”

Brian felt the knot in his stomach tighten. “I waited for you to come back.”      

Again.

Her gaze snapped back to him. “You did?” 

Apparently she found that as surprising as he had. “Yeah, I did.” 

She seemed to struggle to remain impervious, but a hint of satisfaction crept into her eyes. “Oh.”      

That relaxed him a little. “How have you been? Did you get through your thesis? Finish your MBA?”  

The twinkle immediately faded. “No, all of that got shelved when Gram got sick. Pancreatic cancer can be very aggressive. Then I had to settle her estate, get everything in order. I’m just now turning my attention back to school.”  

Brian fought the recurring urge to take her in his arms and hold her until the doleful look in her eyes went away. Instead he kept his feet planted firmly in the sand and the palms of his hands glued to his thighs. “I’m sorry you’ve been through such a hard time.  I’m even sorrier I couldn’t help you through it.” 

Deep emotion had settled in her eyes now. “Thanks. Moira was with me every step of the way.  And Pa—” She switched gears midway. “And the Brodys collectively were great.”

Brian’s blood was starting to boil and it had nothing to do with the heat of the day. He clenched his teeth. “Can we go somewhere to talk?” Or dinner later, he thought but didn’t dare ask. He didn’t want to hear she had plans with Webster. When she didn’t answer, he laid his hand on hers. “We could walk out on the pier and have a drink, watch the boats come in.” He nodded toward the hotel pier a few hundred yards away.  “I’m staying over there.” 

She considered first his face, then his hand resting on hers. “Let’s talk inside instead.” She swung her legs over the side of the chair and began gathering her things as if the matter had been settled. “It’s time I went in anyway.”

Brian nodded by way of reply and helped her up. As they fell into step together, trudging through the coarse sand, Lindsay shot him a oblique grin. “Wait until you see what I’ve done with the place. You won’t believe your eyes.”

    *****

“Would you like something to drink?  Beer, water, a soft drink? It’s a little early for wine, but I have that too,” Lindsay offered from her kitchen a few minutes later.

“I’m on the wagon today,” Brian told her. “I’ll take a water.”

She grabbed a bottle from the refrigerator as Brian took in the kitchen. “The place looks fantastic.  The frosted glass panels remind me of—” 

“The place we rented in Napa,” she finished for him incredulously, aware of the similarity for the first time.  It was a wonder either of them remembered any room other than the bedroom in that vineyard cottage. She fastened another button on her tunic and cleared her throat. “Thanks. I wanted to maintain the vernacular feel of the house, but modernize. So I went with browns and greens, like the siding and the roof. The floors are original; I had them sanded and stained. For a darker contrast against the walls.” She paused, watching Brian shift his steel blue eyes to the French doors leading out to the deck. A brilliant blue haze had settled over the basin, encompassing the lake and the mountains beyond. “But there’s no competing with Mother Nature.” His gaze cut back to hers and she saw the same uneasiness on his face that she felt in her stomach. “We decided to go with a peninsula instead of a table and chairs,” she continued, struggling to keep her voice level. “Knocking out that area doubled the size of the kitchen.”

“We?” Brian asked, shoving his hands into the pockets of his deeply creased shorts. His eyes rested on the red roses bursting from a vase on the granite island. 

“Jack Brody, Moira’s brother, and I. They did the remodel.” Brian nodded in recollection, and she saw relief flicker in his eyes. It resurrected the guilty hope from the night before and curved the horizontal line she had planted on her mouth into an unintended smile. 

They held each other impalpably for a few seconds until Brian, eyes reverting to the lake, observed, “The wind is picking up already. Tonight won’t be as calm as last night.” His regard returned to her and it reflected the double entendre of his words. 

“No, it won’t.” Her stomach bit as she went to the sink and nervously began washing dishes that were already clean. She cleared her throat and tried to make conversation. “So, did you get those fires put out?” 

“Temporarily.” Joining her, Brian grabbed a dish towel. “Remember All Tech Software?” 

“Of course. They were one of your biggest clients.”

“Sacramento has a problem with the emissions from their plant near Fresno. Fresno being the breadbasket of the world, the state is particular to environmental code compliance there. The state shut them down last week,” he elaborated. “We’ve worked out a thirty-day stay, but I’ll have my work cut out for me when I get home.” 

Lindsay sighed inwardly, rinsing a bowl for the third time. It should feel odd to be standing with him here at the kitchen sink, doing dishes and chatting about the latest crisis at work. But it didn’t. And that was a problem. She almost had to remind herself not to ask what sounded good to him for dinner or what their plans were for the weekend. Instead she changed the subject. “How’s Kelsey? She graduated this spring, right?  I wanted to send her something but thought it might be awkward.”  

“She’s great, starts at USC in the fall,” Brian answered with a proud smile. “And it wouldn’t have been awkward. She still asks about you.” He paused, then finished quietly, “She says I was a fool to let you go.” 

Lindsay’s hands froze under the water and her breath hitched, but she willed her eyes steady, trying to remain focused on the busywork.  Until Brian turned her by the shoulders and taking her face in his hands, proclaimed, “She’s right.” His gaze fell to her mouth and after a long, poignant beat, he brought his lips to a whisper away from hers and hovered. She found herself barely able to expel breath, let alone move. She could only close her eyes in anticipation as he grazed her lips with his. Finding no resistance, he curved a hand behind her neck and pulled her to him. He laid his lips on hers and began to move slowly over them. The familiar taste and texture of him felt like coming home after a long journey.  

His mouth was hot and hungry. Very, very hungry as if it hadn’t eaten in eons. And when her lips alone weren’t enough to satiate it, he parted them and placed his open mouth squarely on hers and plunged his tongue deep. He fed greedily, drawing all of her into his mouth and feasting little by little, bite by bite, until not a breath remained between them. Then with a spent sigh, he ran his tongue along her top teeth so sensually that she quivered with long forgotten dampness below. “Lindsay…” he mumbled her name as if he’d never said it before.

 “Brian…” she heaved in kind.

 “I miss you.” He let out a jagged breath. “I miss us.”

She let the joy of basking in Brian’s arms again run through her, warm her. Until she realized she was in Brian’s arms again. She sprang back, mortified by her visceral reaction, and braced herself against the bank of cabinets that lined the back wall of the kitchen. She had to put some space between them. “I can’t do this.”

 “I’m sorry.” Brian’s voice was thready. “I wasn’t trying to—”

“Don’t apologize,” she managed. She saw the lust brimming in his eyes now, but it was laced with something more. Something profound. She wondered if he was seeing the same in hers. Still, she shook her head. “You need to leave.”

“The hell I will. We need to talk this through.”

 She opened her mouth, closed it again and drew a stabilizing breath. “There’s nothing more to say. We had a wonderful year, but we want different things,” she told herself as much as him. 

 Anger flashed across his face and crept into his eyes, replacing the vulnerability she’d seen in them. “It was a helluva lot more than a wonderful year and you know it,” he countered, trudging a hand through his hair and starting to pace. “How could you just leave like that?” 

Lindsay had asked herself that a million times. And the answer was always the same. She trailed him inertly. “Because I had no other choice. I had to be honest with myself. We had to be honest with each other.” 

“Why did it have to be all or nothing?”

 “The longer it went on, the harder it would have been to let go.” 

 “That’s bullshit.”

 Completely unnerved now, she painted a stoic expression on her face and crossed the room. Standing her ground, she opened the door and repeated, “You need to go.” Her tone was a complete contrast to the tears burning in her throat.  “Please.”

 Brian sent her a resigned nod, then grunted in deference. “Fine. I’ll go, but it’s not over. Not by a long shot.” Tipping her chin, he brought her gaze to his. “Because I’m not going to be able to stay away from you this time.” He released her gently and walked out the door. 

 Shaking inside, she watched him cross the yard and take a few steps onto the sand. Then he stopped and faced her again. “Honesty, huh? I’ll give you honesty. The most honest year of my life was the one I spent with you.” He turned on his heel and walked down the beach in the direction of the hotel. Closing the door, she gave into her rubber-like knees and slid to the floor. She had, hundreds of times, told herself she’d done the right thing for her, for the both of them, in the long run. So why was she suddenly filled with such regret? 


Chapter Three

Brody and Sons Construction had relocated their office to downtown Reno a few years ago when the riverfront revitalization was in its infancy and the government incentives were too good to ignore. That worked just fine for Moira. She’d much rather be here among the boutiques and cafes than stuck in an industrial park on the outskirts of town. She did the books for the business and saw to the day-to-day running of things while her father and brothers were out in the field. 

It was exactly what she’d promised herself she would never do. 

She’d earned an accounting degree and wanted to be the CFO of something, anything, but Brody and Sons G.C. She wanted to live in San Francisco or L.A. or Chicago. But the housing boom had changed all of that. As had the economic downturn that followed. So she’d stayed. She’d modernized the office and computer systems, automated bill payment and increased efficiency while decreasing expenses. She’d hired and fired, wrangled with the county and even convinced her father to invest in going green.  And somewhere along the way, she actually started liking it. It was the first thing she’d ever done all by herself. Something no one had taught her; she’d figured it out. Something to call her own. 

Moira was alone in the office today; officially they were closed for the long holiday weekend.  But Jack needed quotes run and people expect to be
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