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      “What the hell are you doing here, Lainie?”

      Lainie Thomas recoiled at the disdain thrown at her. She faltered for a step, but forced herself to continue walking toward the man standing on the back deck carrying a power saw in his hand and a chip the size of Manhattan on his shoulder. Plastic safety goggles sat atop a thick, unruly mass of inky black hair, keeping the sweaty strands off his angular face, accentuating the hostile eyes following her every step, with irises as stark as a blue jay against snow. And just as cold. Despite the early June warmth, Lainie fought the urge to shiver.

      It was absurd, really. Here she was, one of the fiercest lobbyists at the firm, shaking in her Jimmy Choos like a willow tree in a windstorm. It was only Ethan. Her Ethan, her husband. Her best friend, up until a year ago. But the chiseled statue, while resembling a bronzed Adonis, wasn’t the same man she’d married. And whose fault was that? A familiar guilt gnawed her gut, while the scowl on his face deepened as she drew closer.

      “Hello to you, too, Ethan,” she said, stopping at the foot of the deck. She tilted her chin upwards. The late morning sun hung over the water to the right of where they stood, bathing the treeless yard in sunshine, streaks of which glanced off the saw blade. She nodded to the pile of lumber at his feet and the boards set on waist-high sawhorses. “Finally took up that carpentry habit you always talked about?”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I’ve taken up a lot of things I always talked about. Funny how once you stop trying to make someone else happy, you find the time to do the things that bring yourself joy. Something I should’ve learned from you sooner. Now I’ll ask again: what the hell are you doing here in Mystic Point, Lain?”

      She absorbed the blow with minimal damage. It wasn’t anything she hadn’t already heard before from her own conscience. “It’s my hometown, too, E.”

      He snorted. “You never cared before.”

      She pulled her lips into a tight smile and reached into her tote to extract the manila envelope she’d been carrying around the past few weeks, then held it out to him. “Fine. I came to return these.”

      With a wary look at the envelope, he put the saw down and took it from her. “What is this?” he asked, opening it and sliding the papers out. His face registered surprise, then his jaw clenched and he looked at her, hurt and anger warring with one another in his gaze.

      “Divorce papers?” he hissed. “You drove from Philadelphia to Connecticut to deliver these? Couldn’t find a stamp?”

      She bristled. Did he really think she would sign away their marriage, end a sixteen-year relationship with the swish of a pen and the lick of a stamp? Yes, the guilt reminded her, keeping her from sniping back. She had been the one to let him leave a year ago, hadn’t even tried to fight for him in all this time. Of course he must have thought she’d simply slink away.

      She climbed the short three steps of the deck, putting herself on even ground with Ethan and closer to eye level. “I understood you thought you meant it when you told me you never wanted to see me again.”

      “Thought I meant it?” He barked out a humorless laugh. “Oh, I meant it, honey.”

      Hurt bubbled in her chest. Absently she rubbed at it with the heel of her hand. “I deserve your anger, I won’t deny that. But I also deserve a chance to explain, to defend myself. I deserve for you to listen, really listen, to me.”

      He folded his arms, drawing her attention to the ropy muscles bunching under the slightly too-tight t-shirt he wore. It was one she’d gotten him for his birthday their first year in Philly, imprinted with the iconic — and ironic, under the circumstances — LOVE symbol. “You think that’s what you deserve?”

      Her gaze snapped back to his, her cheeks flooding with heat. “Yes, I do. We’ve spent most of our lives together, Ethan. You can’t just throw it all away with some papers sent back and forth through the mail. I deserve more than that. I deserve more than a few harsh words thrown at me in a hospital room, followed by almost a year of silence. And I think you know that, which would explain why you sent me papers you, yourself, never even signed.”

      His brows pinched together. He looked at the papers once more and shook his head before shoving them back in the envelope. “You didn’t sign them either, so why are you handing them back to me?”

      She tilted her head. “Isn’t it obvious? I want another chance. I made a mess of things between us, and I know I shouldn’t have let it go on this long. But all I’m asking for is a chance to make it up to you. If after, you still want to split up and never talk to me again, then—,” she swallowed down the sour lump in her throat, “—then I’ll sign them and you can be rid of me forever. If that’s what you want.”

      “Lainie,” he said, sucking in a deep breath.

      She put a hand on his chest, then immediately pulled it back when he flinched. “We’ll take it slow. Start with coffee.”

      He closed his eyes and let out a harsh breath. “Fine,” he said, opening them. He looked down at the papers. “Give me a few minutes to wash up. I’ll meet you at Athena’s.”

      “Thank you,” she said with relief. No matter what she had done or what he had thought she’d done, they had nearly twenty years together. He owed her this much.

      He gave a curt nod, then disappeared through the sliding glass doors. Lainie took another look around the backyard, the small plot of lush, green grass giving way to a swath of sandy beach, a small stone wall dividing the two. A wooden dock, freshly stained by the looks of it, ran from the sand out onto the water locally referred to as The Lagoon. All the homes bordering The Lagoon had their own private docks, including this one. A Chris Craft motorboat tied to the side of Ethan’s dock gently bobbed on the water.

      An aching hole opened in her chest. How many times, when they’d been teenagers in love, had they laid on the dunes and talked about their plans for the future? Lainie fantasized about moving away, having a life in a big city, going to clubs and fancy dinners. Ethan had wanted simpler things, like a cottage on the beach and his own boat. He’d helped make her dreams come true, but what had she done for his? Nothing.

      But now he had exactly what he’d always wanted and he’d gotten it without her. She climbed into her car. Even if he forgave her, what could she possibly offer him now?
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      Christ. What am I doing here with her? Ethan twirled a spoon in his fingers and looked around the diner, trying to come up with an answer to his own silent question. Lainie looked out the window, distracted, giving Ethan time to let his eyes roam. Her fiery hair was a deeper red than when he last saw her and now cascaded past her shoulders, the sunlight coming in from the window catching the highlights in her waves. Her creamy skin, speckled with gold freckles, was still flawless, from her pert nose down the length of her swan-like neck to the swell of her breasts, which stretched the cottony fabric of her sundress. His skin heated and a part of him which had been dormant for the past year twitched to life, a part thankfully hidden out of sight below the table.

      The waitress set their coffee cups on the table. “Thanks, Debbie,” he said to the older woman.

      “Yes, thank you,” Lainie said.

      Debbie smiled, her blue eyes twinkling bright against her tanned, wizened skin. “It’s so nice to see you again, Lainie. It’s been too long. You’re as pretty as ever. How is your sister?”

      As the women chatted, he stole another glance at Lainie. Debbie was wrong. Lainie was pretty when she was a teenager, but the woman now sitting across from him was drop-dead-kick-you-in-the-gut gorgeous. It was irritating. It was hard to hate someone one second and lust for them the next. He frowned. Scratch that. He wasn’t alternating feelings; they were happening concurrently, and it was screwing with his head.

      He should be home working on his deck extension, not making nice with the woman who held his heart for fifteen years before crushing it in her perfectly manicured hands. But thanks to Bella — it had to be her who found those papers in his desk and mailed them — Lainie was back, begging for a second chance. Hah. Second chances were for suckers, and he was done being a sucker for Lainie.

      But she was right that he did owe her at least a conversation. Maybe it would allow him to get some closure, make moving on a little easier. Maybe then she’d sign the papers and he could get on with his life. A fresh start, one which would not include marriage or love, thank you very much. Been there, done that, got the heartbreak to prove it.

      Debbie was called to another table, leaving them in awkward silence once more. He sipped at his coffee, his back stiff against the torn vinyl seat, and waited for her to begin.

      “When did you decide to move back onto the Point?” Lainie asked.

      Small talk. Right. He set his cup down, avoiding her eyes. “Right after I moved to freelancing.”

      In Philly, he’d worked as a sports reporter for the Inquirer, but when his mother got ill, he’d scored a position at ESPN, which allowed him to move back to Connecticut so he could be there for her. Of course, Lainie couldn’t leave her job, it was too important to her, so he’d moved without her. He’d flown to Philly on the weekends twice a month, but it hadn’t been enough. He should have known then it was the beginning of the end of them.

      “ESPN didn’t need me in Bristol full-time anymore and I could be closer to my mom here,” he said, an edge to his voice.

      “How is your mom?” she asked. “She’s still at Seascape, right?”

      He drew his brows together. “Some days she doesn’t know who I am, other days she thinks I’m my dad. The worst is when she gets paranoid and believes I’m there to hurt her.”

      Lainie frowned. “I’m so sorry, Ethan.”

      “But you know all that, don’t you?” He scrutinized her until she shifted in her seat. “You’ve been calling every week to check on her.”

      Her eyes widened. “You know about that?”

      He grunted. “You think they wouldn’t tell me? Just take some stranger’s word over the phone that she was family?”

      She looked to the side. “You told them it was okay to talk to me.”

      “Mom would want that,” he said. “She loved you like her own.”

      “I love her, too,” Lainie said quietly.

      He bit his tongue. If she loved his mom so much, she should have helped him take care of her. Instead, she couldn’t find time in-between chasing promotions and working late nights with him. He tapped the side of his mug. No sense in rehashing that old argument.

      “Lainie, can we dispense with the chit chat and just get on with it?”

      She flinched, but nodded. “Look, I take full responsibility for what happened. When you left, I was hurt and angry that you’d walked away like that. But once I had time to think about it, I realized I hadn’t left you any other choice. But I still thought, maybe, if I gave you enough space, we could figure out a way back to one another.”

      Ethan stared at her a long moment, the sincerity and sadness in her eyes tugging at a part of him he would’ve sworn was dead. He let his gaze linger on the fluttering pulse at the base of her neck before meeting her eyes again. “It’s been a year, Lainie.”

      She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “Every day and every night, I waited for you to call. To email. To text. To send some sort of message, even if it was just to say, ‘Fuck you’. When you didn’t, I knew it meant you really hated me. On top of the grief I was carrying⁠—”

      Her voice trailed off, cracking at the end. She waved her hand. “I lost myself under a mountain of guilt and grief for too long. But I found my way out. I love you, Ethan. You are everything to me. My biggest regret is not fighting for you when I should have, and I’m not going to make the same mistake. You may hate me now, but I’m going to do my damndest to make you love me once more.”

      His fists rested on his thighs, clenching and releasing. Her grief? He’d never once entertained the notion that she mourned their loss the way he did. After all, she was the one who hadn’t wanted the baby. Who hadn’t even told him she was pregnant until it was too late.

      But he searched her pinched face, her watery eyes, seeing for the first time the lines around her mouth and the faint shadows under her eyes. A piece of his icy resistance fell away, a piercing pain slicing through the soft spot of his heart, reminding him of what he’d spent the past year protecting himself from. Why he hadn’t reached out to Lainie. Why she needed to accept it was over and leave him alone. He couldn’t allow himself to be weak around Lainie, not again. He’d never survive a second slaying.

      “What does Paul think about all this?” The other man’s name was bitterness on his tongue, but a necessary reminder for both of them.

      Lainie’s eyes narrowed. “It has nothing to do with him. I swear on my parents’ graves I never slept with Paul. I was never unfaithful to you.”

      He leaned forward, hunched over his cup and spoke low. “Maybe it wasn’t physical, Lainie. But cheating isn’t always fucking. Just the fact he knew about our baby and I didn’t is betrayal enough. To find out you were about to spend the weekend in the fucking Poconos with him⁠—”

      “That wasn’t my idea,” she protested. “He tricked me. I’m begging you to believe me.”

      “It doesn’t matter what I believe,” he snapped. “The problem is, I can’t bring myself to trust you. I don’t know if I ever can.”

      She fixed an earnest gaze on him, the devastation plain on her face. But still, she kept her head up. She steeled her shoulders, stiffened her spine, a warrior ready for battle. “Then I’ll earn your trust again. Even if you hate me now, I’ll change your mind. I’m not giving up easily.”

      He finished his coffee and set the mug down. “I don’t hate you, Lainie. But I think it’s best if we leave this here and move on with our lives.”

      He reached into his back pocket for his wallet, pulled out a ten to cover their coffees and leave Debbie a nice tip. “Try to understand. I have the papers in my car, if you want to sign them now. But if you aren’t ready now, when you get back to Philly you can file for divorce yourself. But let’s keep communications between our lawyers, okay?”

      “I’m not going back to Philly.”

      “You mean you’re not going back tonight?”

      “Not ever. I quit. Gave up the apartment.”

      His mouth fell open. Quit her job? Lainie would never. That job was too important to her. It was more important to her than Ethan, which is how they found themselves here. “I don’t understand⁠—”

      She leaned forward. “I was serious about getting you back. I can’t do that if I’m two-hundred miles away. So I’m back in Mystic Point.”

      It was as if the air was sucked out of his lungs. She continued while he stood there, barely breathing. “I’m staying in the old house.”

      Lainie’s childhood home belonged to her and her younger sister after their parents’ deaths. Lainie would’ve sold it years ago, but Allyson couldn’t let it go for sentimental reasons.

      “How long?” he asked after finding his voice again.

      “Two weeks. I promised Ally I’d fix it up and get it ready for the next tenant, who’s moving in after July Fourth. Ally’s ready to sell and this tenant is interested in a rent-to-own agreement.”

      Thankfully, he’d sold his parents’ home a few years ago, so he no longer lived next door. Unfortunately, he was only a block away. Still too close for comfort. “Then what?”

      “Then,” she shrugged, “I find a place to live. I already have a new job in New Haven. It begins at the end of summer.”

      He shoved a hand through his hair. Of course she had to make this difficult. “Wow. Great. You decide now to put us ahead of your job.”

      She reached her hand toward his. “I’m trying, Ethan. Can’t you see that? Are you really that closed off to working things out?”

      He put his hands in his lap and pinched his lips together, not having an answer for her. She withdrew her hand.

      “Too little, too late, babe,” he said finally.

      “Maybe,” she said. “But maybe things can be different, if you give us another chance. It’s all I’m asking for.”

      “I can’t.” He stood and began to walk away. She grabbed his hand.

      “I’m here for two weeks,” she pleaded. “Give me until then to show you. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll sign the papers. I’ll let you go.”

      He stared into her pleading eyes. A fierce longing took hold of him, but he couldn’t give in. “I can’t.”

      He took a few steps, then stopped and turned around. He met her gaze, so stark and desperate. He wanted to comfort her, tell her he didn’t send the divorce papers. Tell her he missed her, damn it. But he couldn’t. He had to let her go. Self-preservation had to win out over sentiment.

      “If you need help with the house, let me know,” he ended up saying. “I know someone.”

      Her mouth lifted at the corners in a sad smile. “I appreciate it.”

      He lifted and dropped one shoulder. “It’s nothing. The sooner you finish with the house, the sooner you can leave Mystic Point.”
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      Lainie paced the small living room of her family’s cottage, removing the white sheets over the furniture, and blew the bangs out of her eyes with a frustrated breath. Coffee with Ethan could’ve gone worse, but it also could’ve gone better. There were moments she had been sure she was getting through to him. But despite the small fissures in his icy facade, Ethan appeared determined to hang on to his anger with her.

      She couldn’t blame him. She’d screwed things up so badly, she was lucky he hadn’t picked her up and thrown her off his dock. But if she couldn’t get through to him, couldn’t get him to at least talk about the baby, couldn’t get him to see she had learned her lesson and would never put her job ahead of him, she’d never persuade him to give their marriage another try.

      Her head throbbed, her eyes watered, her chest burned. Maybe she was allergic to being home. Home. She hadn’t been in this house in nearly eleven years. Not since the car accident which claimed her parents’ lives during her second year at Temple. After the funeral, there was no need. If it were up to her, she’d have sold it back then. But Allyson insisted on keeping it, even though she and Luke were stationed on the other side of the world.

      It never made sense to Lainie. Ally knew as well as
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