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  Chapter 1
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Isla Barrett Becker leaned back in her office chair, circling her head to ease the ache in her neck and release the kink lodged deep between her shoulder blades. She glanced at her watch and cringed. It was already twenty minutes into her lunch hour, and there were at least two more emails she needed to action before she even thought about taking a break to eat. 
Not that there was any chance she would actually leave her desk to grab some food. She had been so busy dealing with her inbox that she hadn’t started on the prep for the server upgrade. And if she wanted to hit her deadline at the end of the week—and not have to work the entire weekend again—then she needed to hit at least one of her mini project goals today.
Usually by Wednesday, she felt like her head was above water. But today, it felt more like she was being sucked under. She shook off the thought and narrowed her focus back on her screen.
Isla clicked the next email, just as her inbox lit up with another five messages. She groaned and pressed her fingers to her temples, massaging the tension. Forget lunch. She wasn‘t going to make dinner either. 
It didn’t matter that she had dinner reservations to celebrate the eleventh month of marital bliss, and it didn’t matter that she cancelled on their tenth month anniversary too. She wasn’t getting out of there anytime soon.
In fact, she would be lucky if her husband, Leo, was still awake when she got home.
She hesitated to call him, even though giving him time to adjust his own plans was the right thing to do. Less than an hour into the day, she’d already known that she would need to cancel their dinner plans, but she’d hoped for a miracle that would prevent her from giving him a reason to hang out with Luke.
But she couldn’t wait any longer. It wasn’t fair to Leo. 
She pursed her lips and glanced around the server room that doubled as her office. There wasn’t another soul in sight. Shan had gone to grab lunch from a food truck, leaving Isla to work through lunch alone. Usually, the isolation irked her, but today it felt a bit like freedom. 
No one was monitoring her. She didn’t have to cancel. She could go to dinner and have a round of hot, newlywed sex. Then, when Leo fell asleep, she could sneak out of their bed and get some serious work done.
At twenty-five, she didn’t really need sleep, did she?
Her inbox chimed and yanked her thoughts back to the server room. The email had her boss’s name in bold, black letters. Isla’s stomach clenched. Could Gloria sense she was contemplating ditching work?
She snatched up her phone and tapped out a message to Leo.

ISLA: Need to reschedule dinner. This deadline is killing me

ISLA: Please don’t be mad

ISLA: Next month is the big one anyway, right? 

Most people didn’t even celebrate their monthly anniversaries. Most people would probably think she was getting worked up about nothing. But she didn’t want to have one of those marriages where the sizzle fizzled. And with her demanding job, they needed to schedule together time, or it just wouldn’t happen.

LEO: No worries, babe. It’s just a day

LEO: We can make it up on the weekend

Isla dropped her phone back on the desk, relieved he wasn’t going to make a big deal about it. He understood her dedication to her job.
She flipped it back over when it pinged to find another text from Leo.

LEO: Reservation cancelled

ISLA: Thanks 💜

Regret slithered around her heart as she hit send. They had made the reservation for a trendy new downtown restaurant over a month ago and were both looking forward to trying a new place together.
Nothing to do about it now, except reschedule for next month. And hope they could get a reservation. 
Closing her eyes for a mini meditation before diving back into her work, Isla pressed her hand to the twinging in her chest. Sure, she appreciated that Leo never gave her a rough time about working late and on weekends. And it was her who had cancelled. But it irked a little that he took her cancelling their anniversary plans so calmly. 
They were newlyweds, and this wasn’t the first time she’d cancelled on him last minute. Why didn’t he argue even a little bit? Didn’t he want to fight for her attention? So much for the honeymoon period. They hadn’t even made it to their one-year anniversary, and they were already prioritizing other things over their marriage.
Not that she expected anything different from Leo. He was chill about most things. She smiled at the picture on her desk of them at Hot Springs Cove, soaking in the hot pools the morning after their wedding. The rising sun glinted off her hair, turning her copper tones molten next to his dark curls. Leo’s arms were wrapped around her, his lips pressed against her neck while she grinned so wide it looked like her cheeks might crack. It was a beautiful wedding and an amazing weekend. 
Leo’s lack of a negative reaction was a blessing, not something to worry about. His laid-back nature was one of the things she loved. It had drawn her to him in the first place. It was so different from the intensity of her ex, Beau. 
Her breath caught in her throat, and she instantly locked down thoughts of Beau Huxley before they solidified into something important. If she was going to get anything done today and make cancelling their anniversary plans worth it, then she couldn’t walk down memory lane with Beau. 
He was her past, and Leo was her future. Nothing good ever came from thinking about Beau.
Leo understood she wasn’t choosing her career over him. There were just some things she had to do if she didn’t want to get fired. And while the super-stimulating world of IT didn’t feed her soul, it paid her bills. Something Beau wouldn’t understand. She was sure of it.
“You had lunch yet?” Shan asked, ripping Isla out of her thoughts before she started a detailed comparison of how Leo and her ex were opposites.
Isla’s chair rocked precariously as she spun to find her colleague peeking around one of the server towers. Tendrils of sable hair had escaped from the twist at the base of Shan’s neck and moisture glistened along her hairline, suggesting she’d hustled to get her lunch. Shan understood the time crunch they were under and wasn’t any more apt to waste time than Isla was.
“Nope. I’ll eat at my desk later.” Immediately, Isla swivelled back to her desk, ignoring the spicy aroma wafting from the bag clutched in Shan’s hand, to dive into her work again. Shan’s arrival was all the reminder she needed of the workload waiting for her. “But you should enjoy your food.”
“Have you taken a break at all?” Shan set the bag on her desk and slipped out of her jacket.
“No time. I just bailed on Leo for our anniversary dinner, and if I don’t stay on top of this, I’m going to have to cancel our long weekend plans too.” And then Leo will spend the weekend with Luke for sure. Isla swallowed her last words. Explaining to her colleague the intricacies of her relationship with her husband’s best friend wasn’t high on her list of priorities.
Not that she could even explain it, because she wasn’t sure she understood what the issue was herself. She just knew that every time Leo mentioned Luke, her stomach twisted in a way that felt an awful lot like jealousy. And that her friend Ginny had felt the same way about Leo when she was dating Luke.
“I’m guessing you didn’t see Gloria’s email yet.”
“Which email?” A shiver of dread danced up Isla’s spine at Shan’s grimace.
“The call support schedule for the long weekend. Gloria just sent it out.”
Her mouth dry, Isla scrambled to click on her latest email. The one with Gloria’s name in bold letters. The one that she had assumed was about Friday’s deadline. The one with the subject line: Long-weekend call support. 
This can’t be happening again. But it had to be, or Shan wouldn’t be looking at her like that. 
The body of the email was just a table with names, dates, and times. Isla scanned it quickly. She gritted her teeth to keep the less than work appropriate words from spilling out of her mouth. 
Every. Damn. Time.
She shoved hard against the desk, sending her chair skidding backwards. She was already launching herself to her feet before she even finished processing her next move.
“Isla?”
Isla’s eyes flicked to Shan, then back at her computer screen. “I’m fine.” She ground out the words as she hammered her keyboard to lock her computer. “I just need to deal with this.” She snatched up her purse and darted towards the door.
“Gloria isn’t here. She’s at that lunch thingy with the VPs from head office.” Shan touched Isla’s elbow, then jerked her hand away under Isla’s glare.
“Well, I just need to—“ Isla cut her words short. She didn’t know what she needed, but it involved fresh air, copious amounts of yoga, and not castigating her colleague for their boss being a jerk. ”—clear my head or something. If I have to work the holiday, then I can take this afternoon off, right?”
“Sure.” Shan didn’t sound sure. Shan sounded like she wanted to remind Isla that both of their jobs depended on this upgrade going well. Shan sounded like she wanted to shove Isla back into her chair and force her to sit at her desk until her anniversary was over and work completely sucked her soul out of her.
“Look, if my contributions are so important to them, then why do I always get stuck covering call support on holidays? I can’t organize the upgrade and answer phones.”
Shan’s pink-stained cheeks and open-mouthed expression were enough to stop Isla’s rant, but it wasn’t enough to make her stay. She knew the answer anyway. 
She was the only one who didn’t kick up a fuss. The only one who just did what she was asked, no matter the cost. She had blown her husband off for the third month in a row to meet Gloria’s ridiculous demands, and for what? So they could stick her with call support on the holiday—again.
So much for making up for their missed anniversary dinner on the long weekend. If she had to work Monday, they would have to cancel those plans too. It wasn’t worth the three-hour drive to spend one night at the Kingfisher Spa.
Without another word, Isla hitched her purse up onto her shoulder, spun on her heels, and bolted. Anger curdled in her gut. Later, she would feel guilty for blowing off her colleague’s attempts to help. Shan was a good work friend, and Isla knew her outburst had hurt her. But she would have to deal with that, and the fallout from ditching work in the middle of the day, later. Right now, she couldn’t focus on anything other than what she wanted to say to Gloria.
Her chest tightened. The acrid server room air choked her. She needed to get out of there before her outburst turned into a full-on meltdown. 
And she needed to get home and find out if it was too late to salvage her anniversary plans with Leo. 






  
  Chapter 2
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Isla tapped her fingers against the steering wheel, urging the cars ahead of her to move faster. Despite it being early afternoon, traffic was already heavy. One advantage of starting early and working late was the time savings on the commute. Isla recognized the irony in that thought, but she couldn’t let herself examine it too deeply if she wanted to keep her simmering anger from turning to a full boil. 
And she couldn’t focus on creating an amazing anniversary experience for Leo if she was raging about Gloria and her bullshit.
As the traffic slowed to a halt again, Isla’s thumb hovered over the call button on her steering wheel. She should call Leo and let him know the change in plans. It was early, and there were lots of places they could get a new reservation. 
The cars inched forward, and she gripped the steering wheel to prevent herself from dialling. It was better that she didn’t call, because there was only one way to make up for cancelling plans, and that was to do something over-the-top amazing, and she knew exactly what that was. 
She had the entire afternoon before Leo got home to transform their place and surprise him with a romantic oasis.
She would do some yoga or some self-Reiki to clear the negative vibes humming through her body, then she would prep herself and the house for a love marathon. Surprising Leo at the door in a flowing, nearly translucent negligee and a bowl of chocolate dipped strawberries would go a long way toward making up for losing the reservation.
Her surprise would be so much more effective if he thought she was still at work.
As she reached her off ramp, her phone rang. A quick glance told her it was her best friend, Harper, and she connected the call while maneuvering into the left lane to make the turn into her neighbourhood.
“Can’t talk. I’ve got to get my sexy on before Leo gets home.”
“Ugh,” Harper groaned. “You two nauseate me.”
“It’s called jealousy, Harper. If you gave a guy a chance on a first date—”
“No. If he can’t handle what I have to offer, then he isn’t worth my time.”
Isla shook her head. They had been friends since elementary school, and every year, Harper only got fiercer. Which hadn’t boded so well for Harper’s love life. The type of men who were brave enough to meet her head on weren’t the kind looking for forever. Isla couldn’t remember the last time Harper was in a relationship that went deeper than casual sex or lasted longer than a week. 
“As much as I would like to discuss dating strategies with you, I need to focus on saving my marriage right now.”
“Ha. Exactly why I don’t date. If the statistics weren’t reason enough to stay far away from matrimony, then watching my friends bite the dust is.”
“I was kidding, Harper. My marriage is fine. I just messed up today, and I want to make it up to Leo. He’s really sweet. Which you would know if you ever spent any time with him—” Isla swallowed the bitter taste in the back of her throat. “—I didn’t mean it like that.” 
Harper hadn’t really apologized for ditching her maid of honour duties, but Isla had forgiven her. And that meant she couldn’t keep bringing it up. Not if she wanted to keep their friendship. Besides, the resentment burning in her gut wasn’t about Harper. It was about Gloria screwing her over on the long weekend again.
“I didn’t call to listen to you wax poetic about your marriage. I have exciting news.”
Isla blinked, swallowing again. This time the taste in the back of her throat was salty, like tears were building up there. She shoved it all down quickly. This had nothing to do with Harper’s indifference to her marriage. She was just being sensitive because of the botched anniversary plans and the ruined weekend. She was just projecting onto Harper.
“Right. Sorry.”
“I’m kidding, Isla. Leo’s probably great. And I will get to know him better. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’m moving back to Victoria.”
“Wait. What?” Isla’s seatbelt tightened across her chest, forcing her back in her seat as she stepped on the brakes a little too hard in front of the gate to her building’s parkade. 
“I quit my job, and I’m moving back.”
“What? When?” Isla tapped her key card against the sensor to open the gate. 
“Don’t sound so excited.” 
Isla rolled her eyes, even as she smiled. She could almost see Harper dramatically flipping her hair over her shoulder. It would be so great to have her friend back local again. Ginny, Shelby, and Leo’s cousin, Claire, had become good friends since her wedding, but she didn’t have the history with them like she did with Harper. 
“Sorry, I’m just distracted. That’s amazing!” A horn beeped behind her. Isla let her car roll forward. “I want to hear all about it, but I’m going underground. I might lose you.”
Harper babbled some details as Isla drove down the ramp and took the turn to her parking spot. An icy wave splashed over her, and she stomped on the brakes, causing the driver following her to hammer on his horn. She blinked back frustrated tears as she maneuvered her car out of the way before reversing into one of the visitor spots.
Leo wasn’t at work, and based on the car parked in her spot, he’d wasted no time replacing her with Luke.
It shouldn’t bother her. Luke was Leo’s friend. They had been friends almost as long as she’d been with Harper. And Leo had never once suggested that Isla stop being friends with Harper, even after Harper ditched their wedding last minute.
But it did. It mattered a lot.
“Isla, are you listening to me?”
She murmured something incoherent back to Harper as she bolted from her car. Taking the stairs two at a time, she arrived at the door to her second-floor condo. With her phone still clutched in her hand, she paused in front of the door, fighting for control. She couldn’t just burst in and cause a scene in front of Luke. He had witnessed her acting like a lunatic one too many times already.
She was overreacting. She was the one who cancelled their plans. And she was the one who didn’t call him and tell him she was coming home. There was no legitimate reason for her to be upset. Logically, she knew that if Leo had cancelled on her, she probably would’ve gotten a hold of one of her friends too. But logic didn’t seem to matter when it came to her feelings about Luke.
“Isla! What the hell?” Harper’s voice snapped Isla out of her thoughts.
“Sorry. Luke’s here. I’ve got to go.” She ended the call without giving Harper a chance to respond.
Squaring her shoulders, Isla twisted the knob, finding it locked. Her gut flipped over, and she fought the sick sensation pressing up her esophagus. Leo never locked the door. It was one of the few things they didn’t agree on. That and how much time he spent with Luke. 
But a locked door meant nothing. She should be happy that he had finally listened to her. 
She was just being oversensitive.
 Scrambling in her purse, she found her keys. Her hand shook as she unlocked the door and entered. Her forced smile slipped from her lips when she didn’t find the guys in the living room drinking beers.
“Leo?” She popped her head out the patio doors to check for them on the balcony, but found it empty. 
A sense of relief swept over her. If they weren’t here, she could still put her plan into action. She headed to the bedroom to change into something more yoga appropriate. She could text Leo and let him know their plans were back on with a few adjustments. It would give him time to wrap up his playdate with Luke, so they could focus on celebrating their anniversary right.
She pushed open the bedroom door, then froze. Her phone slipped from her numb fingers as she clamped her hands over her mouth to stifle her shriek. Time slowed as two heads popped up from under the covers. Leo and Luke. Then time sped up, turning everything into a blur.
A naked Leo leapt out of their bed as she scrambled around on the floor for her phone.
He moved towards her, saying something about letting him explain. Saying it wasn’t what it looked like. Which was exactly what everyone said when they got caught with their pants down.
“No. No. No.” She shook her head and shoved her phone into her pocket. “I can’t… Just—” Her mouth wouldn’t form the words. Keeping her eyes averted from the bed, she darted around Leo to her dresser and yanked open the top drawer.
“Isla, please—”
“Stay away.” She held one hand up like a stop sign while the other scrabbled around in the drawer.
It only took a second for her fingers to close around the velvet satchel hidden underneath her panties. She shoved it in her purse along with her phone. Then she bolted for the door, leaving behind her husband of less than a year and his lover.






  
  Chapter 3
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Before Isla reached the end of the street, her tears made it hard to drive. As she made the turn out of her neighbourhood, she voice-dialled Ginny. She couldn’t say why she didn’t call Harper, except she didn’t need to hear an I-told-you-so while the image of a very naked Leo tangled with an equally naked Luke was still fresh in her mind.  
Besides, Harper might be moving to Victoria, but she was still in Vancouver—a ninety-minute ferry ride away—and Isla needed someone here to ground her. Otherwise, she was in danger of flying away.
And Ginny had dated Luke until she couldn’t handle him choosing Leo over her anymore and dumped him. No one would understand better than her. 
“They let you out of your dark hole!” Ginny said when the call connected.
Isla sniffed hard, trying to stem the sudden flood of snot from her nose, unable to get any words out without risking the tears letting loose.
“Isla? What’s wrong?”
Isla clutched the steering wheel and braked for a red light. Her knuckles turned white as she fought to keep everything under control. She needed to keep moving, or the reality of her situation would catch up with her, and she was going to melt down right there in the middle of traffic.
Light glinted off her diamond engagement ring, pulling her eyes to it and the wedding band nestled next to it. Panic clawed at her throat, and she ripped the rings from her hand, wrenched open the glove box, and tossed them inside. She swallowed a sob as she slammed it shut.
Traffic moved, and she gripped the steering wheel and merged onto the highway, heading back towards downtown Victoria. She didn’t know if she was running back to the office to hide in her work, or if her driving habits had just taken over. She had nowhere else to go, anyway.
“You need to tell me what’s going on.”
“I was going to surprise him, but he’s with Luke.”
“Wait? What? Who’s with Luke?” The sounds in the background faded like Ginny had moved to a quieter location than the front desk at Monarch Research Group, where she worked as a receptionist. “Actually, never mind. I knew I wasn’t crazy. There’s something going on between those two. Where are you?”
“In… in… in my car.” Isla swiped her forearm across her eyes, smearing her tears. She needed to pull herself together, and she needed to do it now. Melting down about discovering that her husband’s relationship with his best friend included benefits wouldn’t help her make good decisions. And if there was a time that choices were important, it was when your life was collapsing around you.
Or you needed yoga. Yoga made everything better. At least that was what Isla had discovered the last time her life crumbled. She shifted into the left-hand lane, altering her course from heading back to work to zooming towards Akasha, her favourite yoga studio. 
“You aren’t on your way to work, are you?”
“No.” Isla scanned the block for a parking spot. It was late enough in the afternoon that she might just get lucky with some on street parking and not have to hike over from the parkade. The fewer people who saw her tear-stained face, the better. “Wanda will have a class that will sort me out.”
“Nope. I can’t let that happen. I know you love your yoga, but you can’t Namaste your way out of this. You need some dancing, girl time, and a shot of Alligator Sperm. Not necessarily in that order.”
“Uh, no,” Isla groaned, shaking her head. “That sounds like the opposite of what I need.” Alligator Sperm was dangerous. 
The last time she drank it was when Claire marched into the conference room at work and informed the West Coast Development board that they would be idiots not to go with her plan for the community, which got her boss fired. Claire had still been messed up about her now boyfriend, Spencer, back then, and the drinking and dancing had gotten a little intense.
The time before that was her own bachelorette party, which had ended with her begging Ginny—who, at that time, was a complete stranger—to be her maid of honour, then puking while Ginny—still a complete stranger—held her hair.
Maybe that was when she should’ve realized her marriage was doomed. The image of Leo and Luke tangled up in each other’s arms flashed through her mind, and she coughed to contain the bile rising in her throat. She had nothing against men falling in love with each other. Love was love, but that didn’t mean she wanted to watch her husband making out with his best friend. In. Her. Bed.
Ginny was right. She needed a shot of Alligator Sperm. More like she needed three. Even if the drink’s splash of cream went against her vegan lifestyle. In moments like this, she was fine with letting her vegan ideals slip. The cows would understand it was an emergency.
“I’m already texting Shelby and Claire. Meet us at the Strath. I need about an hour to extract myself from this place.”
The Strathcona Hotel, known to the locals as the Strath, had become the go to place for the gang to meet up. The Sticky Wicket, the hotel’s Goldrush era pub, had a kind of magic, and the adjacent night club was perfect for getting their dancing in.
It was where Ginny had dragged Shelby after the worst blind date ever and straight into Ian’s arms. And it was where Claire finally figured out that she was falling hard for Spencer. If the Strath worked miracles for her friends, then perhaps there was one for her too. 
Yoga might be good for her soul. It might be what kept her grounded when life got out of control, like last year when her alcoholic father died of liver failure right after her honeymoon. But the Strath just might save her heart. If there was anything left worth saving. 
Not finding any street parking—and needing to get to the Strath before she completely lost her ability to function—Isla switched lanes again, taking a quick right, driving two blocks before taking another right into the parkade. 
She swung into the first available spot and slammed her car into park. The contents of her purse spilled out when, in her haste, she grabbed it by the bottom. “Crap.” The urge to get to the Strath intensified. By the time Ginny joined her at the Sticky Wicket, Isla wanted to be a few drinks in and a little numb.
The kind of numb that you couldn’t get from yoga.
She left most of the debris from her purse strewn across the passenger seat, only shoving her wallet and phone inside. Then she spotted the velvet bag she’d taken the time to grab from her panty drawer before bolting from her bedroom. 
Every cell in her body told her she should leave it. It was ridiculous that she even still had it, but her fingers fumbled to open the bag, like she had lost all control over her body. She poured the contents into her palm, squeezing her hand around it for a moment, like she could draw strength from the diamond ring concealed there. The diamond was tiny—smaller than the one Leo had given her—but it had meant everything to her at one time, even though she’d only ever worn it on the fourth finger of her left hand for a matter of minutes.
Isla held up the delicate gold chain she’d purchased to hold the ring when she’d been unable to part from it, even if she could never wear it on her finger again. Without letting herself think too much about it, she fastened the chain around her neck. The metal of the ring felt cold against her skin, even as the memory of the man who gave it to her burned in her chest.
Before the past could overtake her, she hoisted her purse onto her shoulder and dashed out of the parkade towards the Strath.
Arriving at the pub, Isla opened the door and stepped inside. It took a second for her eyes to adjust to the dim interior, but when they did, she froze with one hand on the elaborate handle. The other hand flew to the ring around her neck.
Her heart raced. At the long wooden bar, with its brass beer dispensers, sat the last person she needed to see right now.
Beau Huxley.
Like the brief seconds she’d let herself think of him earlier had summoned his ghost. Except he didn’t feel like history. He felt familiar, because he’d intruded on every single one of her dreams and meditations since she’d walked away from him six years earlier.
Everything about him was clearly etched in her memory. Including the moment when he gave her the ring she now clutched between her fingers.
Hot pain seared her lungs, and she fought the weakness in her knees. She should just leave. But she couldn’t wrench her eyes away from him. He swiped his hand through his thick, dark hair, and she almost crumpled.
He clapped the guy next to him on the back and stood up. The motion was enough to jolt her out of the memory. It wasn’t Beau. He couldn’t be here.
This guy’s shoulders were broader, and even from here, she could see he had more muscles. There was no way the universe would do that to her today. She couldn’t face Beau when she was still processing the fact that her husband was gay and cheating on her with Luke.
Or maybe he was bi. Or something else. She didn’t have the emotional energy to work it out. Besides, it didn’t matter what Leo’s sexual orientation was, their marriage vows hadn’t included three people. Luke might have been there, but he wasn’t part of the union. It gave the best man label a whole new meaning.
While she wrestled with her demons—new and old—Fake Beau disappeared into the crowd, leaving the bar free. She couldn’t wait for Ginny and the others. She needed something to soothe the nervous energy sizzling along her nerve endings.
She needed to dull the fear that coming here was a mistake. It had made sense when Ginny suggested it. But now that she was here, it was clear that she needed calming and grounding, not dancing and drinking.
“Isla?” His voice rumbled over her, and she clutched the edge of the bar to steady herself. 
 Forcing her lips into a smile, she turned to face him. “Beau.” His name came out like she was choking on heartache. Her heart pounded wildly in her chest, and she didn’t know if it was in excitement or dread.
“It is you.” His voice was deep and pulled at memories locked deep in her body’s core. 
She closed her eyes, hoping the bartender was quick with her drink. Not ready to dive into Alligator Sperm without the ladies, she’d ordered the bartender’s recommendation of a Broken-Hearted Blues—a concoction of blue vodka and lemonade—and she needed the glass to give her shaking hands something to do. Because, with his broad shoulders and thick, dark hair that begged for her to run her fingers through it, Beau had lost none of his power to make her knees weak.
Six years and a broken heart hadn’t changed a thing. Unconsciously, her hand flew back to the ring hidden under her shirt, and she rubbed it for strength.
“It is.” She barely choked the words out as the bartender slid her drink to her. She took a desperate sip and let the ring fall back against her skin.
“I would’ve recognized your flaming locks anywhere.” Beau grinned, the same grin from her memory.
“Yeah. Still red.” She absentmindedly fingered one of her curls. Beau had loved her hair. Bile rose in her throat. Not that it had meant a thing when he was choosing Kat. 
Her heart contracted into a searing ball, and she stumbled away from him, her back bumping up against the bar. Beau hadn’t just broken her heart. He had cheated on her, just like Leo. She should be slapping him, not getting all weak-kneed and tongue-tied.
He might be as sexy as they come, but that didn’t mean she needed to feel anything for him. In fact, she had done a lot of deep emotional and spiritual work to achieve the opposite.
“You okay?” His eyes narrowed.
Her cheeks flamed, and she fought the urge to cover them with her hands. “I’m great.” She gulped her drink to hide the unnaturally high pitch of her voice. “How’s Kat?” A reminder that he chose another woman might help put some steel back in her knees.
A shadow swept across his dark eyes. “She’s fine.”
“That’s good.” Isla flicked her hair over her shoulder like she was also fine, and her entire world wasn’t imploding. “I’m married. So, I’m great too.” She winced internally.
Something flickered in his eyes, and she could’ve sworn she saw the reflection of her own heart-crushing pain in his gaze. She snapped her eyes away, scrambling to think of something to say that would make her life sound amazing and make him regret choosing Kat over her.
“Time to go.” A man in a blue polo shirt tapped Beau on the shoulder. “Lunch is officially over.”
Isla’s eyes flicked back and forth between the two men, silently begging Beau to stay at the same time that she desperately needed him to leave. Beau kept his eyes fixed on her, like he hadn’t heard a thing. It felt like he saw right inside her, like he could read her heart and know that she was still that nineteen-year-old girl who hadn’t been good enough for him.
She swallowed a gasp as her chest squeezed. She tried to step back, but she was already pressed against the bar.
“Yeah. Just a sec.” Beau glanced briefly at the other man, then ran his hand through his hair, leaving it rumpled, before turning his gaze back to Isla. “I’ve gotta go. I have a client. I’m a physio now.”
He said it like it was important to him that she knew he had his life together, even if she didn’t.
“Yeah. Go. I’ve got my Broken-Hearted Blues here.” She held up her drink in a mock toast. “I’ll be fine.”
The crease between his eyebrows deepened. “Nice to see you.”
“No. The pleasure was all mine.” Isla gulped her drink again, trying to hide the desperate edge to her sarcasm. The last thing she needed today was for Beau to get the idea that she was still pining for him. He was her past, and she had no desire to revisit it.
Mercifully, Beau said nothing more, but as he turned and walked away, he glanced over his shoulder at her, sending a cascade of shivers down her spine. Shivers she didn’t want to acknowledge.
Their meeting had been too much and not enough all at the same time.






  
  Chapter 4
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“And who was that?” Ginny cooed, swooping in beside Isla. Her eyes fixed on Beau’s departing form. 
“Nobody.” Isla gulped down the last of her Broken-Hearted Blues. She pressed a hand to her neck to stifle the cough as the tang of the lemonade and the bite of the vodka hit the back of her throat. Underneath her shirt, Beau’s ring burned against her skin, and she forced herself not to touch it.
It had always been ridiculous that she’d kept it, but right now it felt next level stupid. It was messed up that the symbol of her first failed love was a source of comfort, especially in the face of an encounter with that same first love.
Ginny raised her eyebrows. “Really? Because he looks like a whole lot of something.”
“Ginny’s right.” Shelby slipped into the upholstered chair on Isla’s other side, looking tanned and happy. She’d recently completed her training as a wilderness guide, and it looked good on her. Of course, that could also be the fact that she was madly in love with Ian and only a few months out from marrying him.
Isla turned back to the bar. “Four shots of Alligator Sperm, please.” Her Broken-Hearted Blues was delicious, but it wasn’t really helping her deal with the shock of seeing Beau moments after having her future snatched from her.
“Things are getting serious,” Claire said.
Claire’s hair was still twisted in a very corporate looking bun, reminding Isla that her friends had ditched the rest of their workday to be with her while she drank her sorrows away. Or at least tried to numb the crushing pain in her chest that was making it hard to breathe.
“That was a seriously delicious man. I might be completely addicted to Justen and his luscious body, but I can still appreciate what that man has got on display.” Ginny leaned against the bar, still facing the door where Isla assumed Beau hadn’t yet disappeared. She couldn’t bring herself to look.
“Seriously, Ginny? I don’t want to hear about my brother’s sex life.” Especially not now. She didn’t want to be reminded that everyone around her was in love, while her own relationship was on fire—again.
And she didn’t want to be reminded that over the past six years, Beau had only gotten sexier. It was like the universe was punishing her for a crime she had unwittingly committed. Other than years of deep-seated anger at her father, which had taken hours twisted up in yoga poses to work through, she had lived a pretty gentle life.
“I will not apologize for finding Justen, and that wonderful thing he does with his tongue, irresistible.” Ginny shrugged.
Isla groaned and snatched the shot of electric green liquid off the bar, downing her Alligator Sperm in one gulp. She shuddered as the sickly-sweet drink and the unfamiliar taste of cream hit her tastebuds. At least this group wouldn’t judge her for a momentary lapse in veganism. She had tried the drink with almond milk once, and that was just nasty.
“Ginny,” Shelby scolded.
“What?” Ginny shrugged innocently, but her eyes twinkled with mischief. “I’m just saying that if Isla was looking to get back at Leo, then that delicious man is perfect. And by the way, he keeps glancing over here. I think he is game too.”
Isla’s gut twisted, but she refused to look. She would not give Beau the satisfaction of thinking she was having anything more than a casual reaction to him. As far as he needed to know, she’d already forgotten him. Not that she’d exactly been smooth during the few minutes they had chatted. Or more like he’d tried to chat, and she’d spat almost incomprehensible mumbo-jumbo at him.
Unable to stop herself, she snuck a quick peek. He was lingering by the door with a group of people, like they were waiting for someone. Probably co-workers. None of the women looked like Kat. She whipped her eyes back to the bar, snatching a second shot and downing it as quickly as the first, not caring whose she stole.
Instantly, all attention was on her. Claire wrapped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her in tight. “I’m sorry my cousin is a jerk.”
Claire was Leo’s cousin, but before Claire ended up as one of Isla’s bridesmaids, Isla hadn’t really known her. They had become good friends over wedding planning. Isla’s chest constricted further. Hopefully, she wouldn’t lose Claire in the divorce.
Swallowing to clear the panic, Isla leaned into Claire. “You did try to warn me.” Tears pricked at her eyes, but the alcohol was already doing its job, and they didn’t tumble down her cheeks.
“Sure, but I didn’t think he would break your heart. At least not with Luke.”
“I blame Luke.” Ginny swiped one of the two remaining shots off the bar and downed it.
“Luke didn’t get married when the groom clearly wanted someone else. That was me. How could I be that blind?” Isla eyed the remaining shot, but Shelby subtly pulled it out of her reach. She sighed but didn’t fight her on it. 
Shelby was probably right. She was already three drinks in, and it was barely past noon. If she didn’t slow down, she would have a repeat of her bachelorette puking incident.
And while it was all a little hazy, she remembered crying on a bathroom floor, and she clearly remembered the hangover the next morning. The drive back to Victoria from Tofino had been one of the most wretched experiences of her life. She didn’t need to experience that again, even if this time she would be crying and puking with friends.
“You wanna tell us what happened?” Ginny asked gently, her teasing tone gone.
Isla looked up at the finely detailed white ceiling, a distinct contrast to the pub’s dark wood. She squeezed her eyes shut. She didn’t care about the hotel’s architecture. It was just her mind trying to distract her.
She didn’t want to tell them because that would make it real.
Her husband didn’t love her. He loved a man.
“I was going to surprise Leo. But it was me who got the surprise.” As soon as she started speaking, the entire story tumbled out of her. How she was angry at Gloria, so she ditched work to try and salvage their anniversary. Except, when she’d bailed on their anniversary plans, Leo hadn’t wasted any time making steamy plans with Luke instead.
“Or I’ve got it all wrong.” Isla gulped. “Their sexfest might have nothing to do with me cancelling our plans. Maybe they meet every Wednesday afternoon—”
How did I miss it? Leo and Luke spent every possible moment together. It was what broke up Luke and Ginny. It was right there in front of her the entire time, and she had refused to see it. There was only one reason for that. Her relationship with Leo needed to be real, so she could forget about Beau.
Isla sniffled, but she couldn’t keep the tears locked inside any longer. Suddenly, three pairs of arms were around her.
“You couldn’t have known,” Claire murmured. “None of us knew.”
Isla’s eyes sought Ginny’s. Her friend said nothing, but Isla read the truth in the depths of her eyes. Ginny might not have known the truth, but she’d suspected that something was off. Unlike Isla, she had ditched Luke instead of marrying him. And now she was in a healthy relationship with Isla’s brother, instead of a sham marriage.
“What are you going to do?” Shelby asked, as the three women returned to their seats.
Isla breathed in deeply, swiping at her face to clear the tears. “I don’t know. I can’t stay with him. He lied to me.”
“What about your delicious friend?” Ginny asked.
“Beau?” Isla’s head swivelled towards the door, but he was gone.
“Ha. I knew it. You do know him. And by the look of your pink cheeks, there’s more to it than just a guy you knew. Nothing like getting-reacquainted sex to make things a little brighter.”
“It isn’t like that.” Ginny had it all wrong. Anything involving Beau would have the opposite effect. It would only dredge up memories she couldn’t deal with right now.
“Then what is it like?”
Usually, Isla loved Ginny’s tenacity for going after juicy gossip, but in this moment, she needed her to lose interest because telling the story of Beau felt like too much.
“Sex with Beau isn’t going to fix anything. It will make it a thousand times worse.”
“He broke your heart.” 
Shelby’s words were soft enough that Isla could pretend she hadn’t heard them over the din of the Sticky Wicket’s post-lunch crowd. She glanced at each of the women flanking her. She had known these women barely a year, but they had become close friends. She could trust them with this heartbreak. 
“More like ripped it out and stomped on it. But it was my fault. I was naïve enough to believe that passion was the same as love.”
The words poured out of her again. She described how she met Beau when she was nineteen and he was twenty-one. How he had captivated her. And how she had been so wildly in love with him that when he proposed six months later, she hadn’t even hesitated to say yes.
“We were having dinner at Milestones. I thought it was just an ordinary night. It was our favourite restaurant, and we went there regularly.” Isla shook her head to clear the memory of those times together. “Anyway. He asked me to marry him. It was the most romantic thing I’d ever experienced, so I stupidly said yes. Shrieked it more like.”
“You were nineteen. It was romantic. We all would’ve said yes,” Ginny said softly.
Isla shook her head. Tears were thick in the back of her throat, and she’d already cried enough in this pub today. “Then Kat arrived. Turns out you can’t just assume your partner wants to be monogamous. You have to actually verify.” Isla sniffed. “Apparently, that wasn’t a lesson I learned the first time around.”
Shelby squeezed her hand.
“Wait. She showed up at the restaurant?” Claire asked, her eyes wide.
“Yeah. He’d just slipped the ring on my finger, and she arrived at our table with her giant pregnant belly.” The ring was cool against her chest. She kept her hands still, refusing to touch it. “He just sat there looking back and forth between the two of us with his mouth hanging open, like he couldn’t believe he’d been caught.”
She’d asked him what the hell was going on, and he’d just gaped at her. She’d asked him question after question, and he’d stumbled over his words, looking like he’d been sucker punched and saying nothing that made any sense. How could he think she would never find out? Had he just planned to marry her and keep his second family on the side?
He couldn’t answer her, because there wasn’t any explanation for cheating. And she’d been so angry, she hadn’t really wanted to let him try.
Without a word, Shelby pushed the last Alligator Sperm shot in front of her. Isla fingered the rim. She wanted it badly, but drinking it would mean committing to spending tomorrow at work with a hangover, and she was already dreading facing Gloria about today’s defection.
“You can’t stop there,” Ginny said.
Isla pursed her lips, closed her eyes, and drew in a steadying breath that would’ve made Wanda, her yoga mentor, very proud. “I signed up for a four-month yoga retreat, and I didn’t see him again for six years.” She left out the part about how when she’d gotten back, she’d been ready to hear his side of the story, but she’d found him all cozy and domestic with Kat and their baby.
She’d been young and stupid back then. She’d let herself be fooled. She was grown up now and should be able to handle running into Beau with grace. After this long, seeing him shouldn’t have mattered at all, but based on her urge to run and catch him, it did, which suggested she hadn’t really matured all that much when it came to the man who shattered her heart.






  
  Chapter 5

[image: image-placeholder]

After several hours of treating his physio clients on autopilot—because his mind wouldn’t focus on anything other than his lunchtime encounter with Isla—and enduring ribbing from his colleagues about the gorgeous stranger they figured he was hitting on over lunch, Beau finally made it home. He rubbed at the tightness in his chest. All he wanted was some dinner, some beer, and something distracting to watch. Plus some ibuprofen to kill the throbbing in his head. 
Except for the beer and painkillers, all of that would have to wait, because his brother, Brett, was scheduled to arrive any minute, so they could go over wedding plans together. If it was for anyone other than his brother, Beau would’ve cancelled. A deep dive into the intricacies of wedding ceremonies seemed like torture after today’s events. But Brett needed him, so Beau would suck it up and help his brother like he had promised.
Beau popped open his beer at the same moment Brett burst through the door. “You want one of these?” He held up the freshly opened can.
Brett dropped a pile of magazines on Beau’s kitchen table and looked his brother up and down. “I think you need it more than I do. And that’s saying something when Fen just informed me I’m in charge of the flowers.” Brett ran a hand through his dark curls, a gesture Beau recognized from his own habit.
“Guess it’s a good thing I’ve got a case.” Beau grabbed another beer from the fridge. “And that I have a knack for flowers.”
Brett took the drink before dropping onto one of Beau’s rickety chairs. “Flowers. What the hell do you know about flowers?”
“I dated that florist.”
“Kristy?” Brett raised his eyebrows. “I don’t think what you did was dating, and that was three years ago. Right when—”
“I know when it was. You want me to help you with those flowers?” Talking about his dismal dating history since he split with Kat wasn’t high on his list of priorities. Especially when it would lead to another lecture, and Beau was already keenly aware of the depth of his older brother’s disapproval of his current relationship status with Kat.
It was a situation he didn’t want to think about, especially after bumping into Isla. That sort of experience needed a few beers to drown it out, and a wicked hangover to help remind him why Isla wasn’t anyone he should be thinking about.
He hadn’t heard a word from her in the six years since she bolted from the restaurant with his engagement ring fresh on her finger. She’d taken one look at Kat’s pregnant belly, tossed a bunch of questions at him that he couldn’t answer—because in that moment he couldn’t wrap his head around the fact that he’d gotten a one-night stand pregnant—then she’d done a runner, before he could recover and explain. 
All he’d needed was a few moments to process, and everything would’ve been fine, but she hadn’t trusted him enough to listen.
“This would go a lot easier if you actually looked at the pictures.”
Beau snapped his eyes over to his brother, then down at the wedding magazines spread out on the table, open to pictures of elaborate floral arrangements. Beau grimaced as he sipped his beer. It was a new craft beer from a local brewery, and it was a little too sweet for the kind of mood he was in, not that it would stop him from drinking every drop.
“What about Fenton’s sister? She’s the maid of honour, isn’t she? Aren’t flowers a girl thing?”
“A girl thing, really? Are we still in the dark ages? And you really want me to let Magda make decisions about my wedding?” Beau grinned at Brett’s horrified expression. Magda’s tastes ran towards gothic, not exactly the look Brett wanted for his wedding. 
“So, you don’t want black flowers. I get it. But you could call Mom and get her opinion.”
Beau ducked as Brett swatted at him with a magazine. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.” 
Brett and their parents’ relationship had been a little rocky ever since Brett came out ten or so years ago. Their mom had taken it especially hard. She’d already picked out





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
WEST COAST ROMANCE
BOOK 4

Jelag
Y
NICOLE TAYLOR EBY






OEBPS/images/45d651ab-46ab-4bd9-8a91-66a77e1c64be.png







