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Life's roughest storms prove the strength of our anchors...

Ava Hunt and Ethan Mitchell are in New York trying to handle his family business while Ava tries to help her sister with the criminal charges. Jenny has turned a corner, and Ava wants to save her sister from being the Mitchell family’s scapegoat. 

The press is making Ava’s life hell with crazy stories about how she is using Ethan and has created an elaborate revenge plot to get back at him for her own family’s downfall. 

When it gets to be too much, Ava decides to leave New York and go back home to Hawaii.

Will their love handle the pull from every side?
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Autumn Gaze Newsletter:

https://www.autumngaze.com/sign-up

Autumn Gaze Facebook Page:

https://www.facebook.com/AutumnGazeAuthor

Autumn Gaze Website:

http://www.autumngaze.com
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Want to read more...

For FREE?

Sign up for Autumn’s newsletter

And she’ll send you updates on new releases, ARC copies of books and a whole lotta fun!

Sign up for news and updates!
https://www.autumngaze.com/sign-up
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I looked over at Ava and could feel her hesitation. Going to my parents’ lavish estate in The Hamptons was the equivalent of walking into the lion’s den. They had not been kind to her. They were going after her family with guns blazing. Ava’s younger sister was going to be blamed for the death of my brother’s friend. No one knew if she was responsible or if it was my brother. Technically, it was the person that sold the drugs to the group. Ava’s sister Jenny had brought the drugs to the party, according to Collin. Jenny wasn’t saying much of anything. 

Collin and Jenny were both addicts. They both had a history of trouble. Both came from wealthy, influential families. Unfortunately for Jenny and Ava, their family was no longer considered influential because their family fortune had been lost. Because of my family. Because of me. It was crazy to think of the connection our families had that stretched back long before Ava and I ever met. Those connections threatened to destroy the relationship we had today. 

I couldn’t let that happen. I refused to let it happen. I loved her. I loved her enough to walk away from my own dysfunctional family and all the wealth that included. I wanted to be with her. 

“Are you okay?” I asked Ava. 

She smiled, nodding her head. “I am.”

“It’s almost over,” I assured her. “I’m going to tell them I’m out. I’ll help get the company through this crisis of their own making, and then I’m out.”

“I think you might want to think long and hard about walking away from all of this,” she cautioned. “This is your family. Your home. Your career.”

I shook my head. “None of that matters. My career was built in a company I can no longer be a part of. My family has done things I don’t want to be involved in. My home is where you are.”

She smiled and touched my hand. Her dark eyes were full of warmth. Those were the eyes I wanted to wake up and see every morning. My family and I weren’t close. They were all about the power that came with the massive wealth. Collin, my younger brother, was moving into the political arena. My parents wanted more actual power and were pushing hard to get him into the Senate. They were using their wealth and power to make it happen, including covering up a death he was associated with. Collin was an addict, and they were only going to facilitate his early death by continuing to support his bad habits instead of encouraging him to get help.

Roxy yipped once from the backseat of the rental car. We both laughed. “I guess she agrees,” Ava said and turned to rub her best friend and canine companion. “Do you think they are going to be there?” Her voice was full of dread. 

“Yes.” I nodded. “My mother texted earlier and let me know they had arrived and were planning on serving lunch promptly at noon.”

She offered a tight smile, but I could see the tension. My family had not been kind to her. I hoped they could get their shit together and treat her like a human instead of the trash they’d decided she was. I didn’t care if they accepted her. I loved her, and she was going to be in my life. 

“Oh boy,” she murmured when we drove up to the large house. There were several cars parked in the driveway. 

The family had arrived. 

“We can turn around right now,” I told her. “I’ll take you to a hotel. You don’t have to be here for this.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I’m here.”

I parked the rental car and took a moment to steel my nerves. “I’m going to take Roxy to potty before we go inside. You’re sure they aren’t going to freak out about her being here?”

“They are going to freak out about everything,” I said. “One more thing isn’t going to be the breaking point.”

Roxy hopped out of the back of the car and raced to the grass area to do her business. I popped the trunk to get to the things we’d picked up at the store. Ava moved to grab a bag. My mother emerged from the front door with a smile on her face. Ava was still digging in the trunk and out of view. 

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Mother said and stepped into the driveway area. “I knew you would come to your senses. I hope you sent that woman back home. She’s not good for you. You need to focus on your family. We are far more important than that girl. That whole family is trouble. They’ll just bring you down, like they are trying to do Collin. We need you. I need you. My nerves are shot. I just can’t handle this whole thing. I need you. You’ve always been the voice of reason.”

I glanced behind me. The trunk was still up, blocking Ava from view, but it wasn’t blocking her hearing. “Mom, stop,” I said. 

“I’m just so glad you’re here,” Mom said again. “It’s time we put this situation to bed. We all know what needs to happen.”

The trunk slammed shut. The expression on my mother’s face would have been funny if the situation wasn’t so hurtful. Ava had the two bags in her hand as she walked to stand by me. My mother sneered and spun on her heel. 

“Sorry,” I said. 

“It’s not like I didn’t know she didn’t like me.” Ava shrugged. “I don’t care. I’m here for you, not them.”

“Thank you.”

“Roxy!” She let out a short whistle. The dog rushed to her side. 

The three of us walked into the massive home. My mother had vanished somewhere inside the house. I ushered Ava up to our room where I had a feeling she would be spending a lot of time. 

“Do you want lunch?” I asked her. 

She cringed. 

“I’ll go grab us something,” I said. “We don’t need to have lunch with them. There will be plenty of time for drama tonight.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. “I’m sorry. I’m supposed to be supporting you.”

“There is no reason for you to suffer unnecessarily. Collin isn’t here yet. That’s when the real fireworks will start.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m going to call home and make sure everything is okay.”

I gave her a quick kiss and went back downstairs. I was hoping to sneak into the kitchen, make a couple of sandwiches, and get back to the room without dealing with my mother. I didn’t want to hide from the woman, but I also knew there would be tonight. Tonight was when the shit would really hit the fan. I could feel it brewing. It was a lot like the smell and the feel the hours before a northern Atlantic storm slammed the coast. 

“Hello.” I nodded at the man in a white coat. He was my mother’s personal chef. I wasn’t surprised he was here. 

“Did you need something?” he asked like I was invading his space. 

“I’m just going to make a couple of sandwiches,” I told him. “We’ll be eating in our room.”

“Excuse me?” 

“My guest and I will not be joining the family for dinner,” I said without backing down.

“I’m preparing a baked—”

“No, thank you,” I said firmly and politely. “We’ll just have sandwiches.”

The man tossed a towel onto the counter. “Then I’ll make them! Stand over there. I have things just the way I need them for dinner.”

I put my hands up and took a couple steps back. This was normal. I knew better than to step into a cook’s kitchen or try to make my own bed with the housekeeper in the room. “Thank you,” I said. 

My father breezed into the kitchen. “There you are,” he said. “I’ve just spoken to your mother. What the hell are you thinking bringing that woman into our house?”

“That woman is the woman I love. She’s here with me. Period.”

“I don’t know why you think she’s needed,” he said with his lip curled. 

“I need her,” I said. “And you need me. If you want me here to help clean up this mess and save the company, she stays. We’re a package deal. If you try to force her to go, I’ll be going with her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he scoffed. 

I stared at him. I wasn’t backing down. He glared at me. I felt the room still. The chef wasn’t throwing things around. Electricity sizzled. Who was going to blink first?

He did. 

He turned and stomped out of the kitchen. I may have won the first battle, but I had not won the war. It wasn’t over. I knew he was going to be coming back for more with reinforcements. I stayed out of the way while the chef slapped together a couple of sandwiches. I snatched a bag of chips from the pantry and two sodas and carried them back upstairs, avoiding the foyer and living area. I wasn’t quite ready for round two. Or three. Whatever. 

Ava was sitting on the bed with a bottle of nail polish in one hand while painting her toes with the other. I immediately forgot about the drama downstairs. “Hungry?” I asked. 

“Very.” She looked at the sandwiches. “Those are very, uh, fancy.”

“The chef was in the kitchen,” I laughed. “He insisted on making them. He was pissed we weren’t going to be joining the rest of the family.”

“We can,” she said. “Or you can. I’m fine being alone.”

“Nope, I’m here with you. Want any help?”

She giggled and wiggled her toes. “I think I’ve got it. I’m done.”

I carried the food to the sitting area in the massive bedroom. Assuming I was going to be holing up for a while, I turned on the TV to find something to pass the time until dinner. I wanted to veg out and forget about everything for a little while. 

Unfortunately, that wasn’t possible. The first thing I saw was my face in a little box on the upper right-hand side of the screen. The ticker along the bottom said all I needed to know. I was about to change the channel when Ava stopped me. 

“What is she saying?” she asked. 

I turned up the volume to hear my favorite reporter, Marta Mikkels, talking about me and my family like she knew us. 

“My sources tell me the family was involved in a heated argument at the gala,” she said. “Ethan Mitchell is reportedly engaged to Ava Hunt, who is actually Ava Macarthur. The two families have a history, and it isn’t a good one. My source believes Ava has accompanied Ethan to the family home in The Hamptons to discuss how to maneuver this latest scandal involving her sister and his brother. According to my source, the family does NOT want Ava anywhere near their son and are making moves to oust her from Ethan’s life. Her family was left penniless after her grandfather lost the family fortune. The buyout of the Macarthur company by Ethan Mitchell was the death knell. My source also says there is a real possibility Ethan will be removed from his position as the CEO of Mitchell Industries. There are talks about a vote coming soon. However, my source also says Ethan may choose to voluntarily step down. He is facing a true ultimatum: Ava Macarthur or his family and their legacy. The story goes deeper, and I plan on exposing all of it right here.”

I flipped the channel. Neither Ava nor I said anything for several seconds. I could still hear Marta’s words echoing through my head. I was twisting them and turning them like one would do with a puzzle piece. Something felt off. 

“How does she know all that?” Ava asked quietly. 

That’s why the puzzle wasn’t working. Marta had all the pieces. How? How did she know things that had only been discussed in private? The woman had a lot of information for someone that had never spoken to me about any of this. 

“I don’t know,” I answered with my mouth dry. 
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It felt very strange to be putting on makeup and doing my hair to go downstairs to eat dinner. It was a little too formal for my tastes, but I didn’t want to do anything to rock the boat. We were already in some very stormy seas. 

“How are you feeling?” Ethan asked. 

I smiled, hoping I was hiding the nauseous feeling I had. “I’m feeling like I’m almost ready.”

“You look beautiful,” he said. 

“Thank you.”

When it was time, he took my hand and led me down the grand staircase. I could hear voices, and they didn’t sound happy. Ethan led me into a formal dining room with place settings on the table already. His family stood near the back of the room with cocktails in hand involved in a heated conversation. His mother saw us first and quickly muted the conversation. 

“Did we interrupt something?” Ethan asked with a smirk. 

His brother Collin left the group first. He smiled as he approached. “I thought you two lovebirds might stay locked away all night. I would.” He said the last with a heated look at me. 

I found myself moving to stand slightly behind Ethan as if he could shield me. “Back off,” Ethan growled at his brother. 

“Now that everyone is here, why don’t we sit down?” his mother, Marie, interrupted. 

His father sat at the head of the long, cherrywood table with Marie at the opposite end. His grandfather was in attendance as well. The man had made his feelings for me and my family very clear at the gala. I didn’t want to sit anywhere near him. Lucas, Ethan’s guy at the company, was also there. I didn’t understand that. I had been told only family would be attending. I was surrounded by enemies. No matter where I sat, I was going to be facing one. I sat down with his mother on my left. Ethan sat between me and his grandfather. Lucas and Collin sat directly across from us along with the youngest sibling, Sara. She had said nothing to me. She looked bored. Like she would rather be anywhere than at the family home. Ethan told me she didn’t spend a lot of time with the family. She was away at college, and like most young people, hanging out with the family was apparently at the bottom of the list of things she wanted to do. 

Wine was immediately brought out by a server. Our glasses were filled, and we all sat in an uncomfortable silence. The large floral centerpiece acted as a barrier from the enemies across from me. I sipped my wine, doing my best not to spill any despite my nervous hands. 

“You live in Hawaii?” Sara asked me. 

I nodded. “I do. Pearl City.”

“Is that by Pearl Harbor?” she asked. 

“It is.” I nodded with a smile. “Have you ever been to the museum there?”

Sara shook her head. “No. It seems a little dark. All those people that died.”

“It’s a memorial,” Ethan chimed in. “It’s not supposed to be all warm and fuzzy.”

“But it’s sad,” Sara pouted. 

I couldn’t help but smile. I liked her. She wasn’t like the other family members. She wasn’t even like Ethan. Sara had a soft spot. She was young and enjoying life. Watching her and Ethan interact was very telling. While there was a fifteen-year age difference between the two, it was clear he was fond of her, and she looked up to him. Collin was the odd man out. He was the parents’ favorite, but he didn’t get along with his siblings, from what I could see. 

While Sara was chatty, the rest of the family members were clearly not happy with me. I could feel the glares. No normal person would purposely sit at the table with this kind of hostility aimed at them. I was beginning to think I was slightly crazy. 

“I’ll say it,” his grandfather, Spencer, growled and threw his napkin on the table. 

We all stopped eating. Something told me this was going to be about me. Ethan’s hand slid under the table and rested on my thigh. 

“What is it, Dad?” Ethan’s father, Robert, asked. 

“Why in the hell would you bring her here?” Spencer snapped. “I’ll address the elephant in the room. That woman has no business being here, especially at a time like this. You made your point at the gala. You’re rebelling, Ethan. We get it. Now it’s time to grow up. This is ridiculous.”

“Grandfather, I politely disagree,” Ethan said calmly. “Ava and I are together. She is here with me. Collin made his own mess. Ava is supporting me, and I want her here. I think it’s all of you who need to grow up. You’re blaming her for something she had no part of. If you really want her gone, fine. I go with her. I will walk. You can all handle this situation on your own.”

There was dead silence. I could hear the breathing of everyone at the table. 

“It was only an observation,” Robert said. “You have to know this situation is not normal. Bringing her here while we are dealing with the situation was really not your smartest move. However, given the current climate with the news reports coming out by the hour, we need you. If this is a game of chess, you’ve won this round, but I wouldn’t advise making such poor decisions in the future.”

It wasn’t exactly an apology or even meant to soothe things over. It was basically saying they didn’t like Ethan’s decision to bring me along, but they were stuck with me. Not exactly welcoming, but I didn’t expect anything more. 

I pretended to eat dinner, but I wasn’t hungry. I was afraid I was going to make a fool of myself. Thankfully, Ethan picked up on my discomfort. “If you’ll excuse us,” he said and stood. I joined him. 

“Ethan, I’d like to talk to you,” Spencer said. “We have business matters to discuss. That’s why you’re here, right?”

Ethan looked at me. I smiled and touched his arm. “I’m going to take Roxy for a walk. I’ll see you upstairs.”

“I’ll come with you,” Sara said and jumped up from the table. 

I got Roxy and headed out with Sara. “I’m really sorry about that,” she said. 

“Don’t be sorry.” I smiled. 

“My family is so uptight,” she sighed. “I’m pissed I had to come back. My mother was calling me every damn day.”

“Where do you go to college?”

“USC,” she replied. “I’m in my fourth year. My parents are expecting me to come back once I graduate. I don’t want to. I don’t want to be in this shitstorm all the time. It’s why I’m in California. I suppose Hawaii would be a little farther. I can’t seem to get far enough away. Ethan is the one that encouraged me to go to California. He knew how toxic the family is. He told me to get out while I could. He always tried to protect me. He wanted me to get out and do all I could to be someone else other than one of the New York Mitchells.”

“He cares about you.” I smiled. “He is a very protective man.”

“He is.” She nodded. Roxy was racing toward the beach. I wondered if she could tell the difference between the Atlantic and the Pacific. “He loves you. I see it in the way he looks at you.”

It was nice to hear confirmation from someone else. Someone that knew him well. “I love him,” I said. “I know it’s hard for your family to understand how the two of us could love each other given our family history. Neither of us cares about that. We fell in love, and that’s all that matters.”

“I think it’s very sweet.” She smiled. “You two are so different but yet so perfect for one another.”

“Thank you, Sara,” I said. 

We went back to the house. I quickly went upstairs and avoided seeing anyone. Ethan showed up after I had crawled into bed. He climbed in beside me and held me close. I felt his stress. He was under so much pressure. I wished I could wave a magic wand and make it all go away. 

The following morning, I woke up to find that Ethan was already up and out of the room. He’d left a note informing me he was going to be in some closed-door meetings with his father and grandfather. I wasn’t about to get in the way of that. 

I found my way to the kitchen and poked around to find something to eat. I snatched some fruit and was hoping to sneak back to the room to grab Roxy for another walk when I heard footsteps. It was Lucas. I didn’t like him. I had not forgotten our last conversation. More like he talked, and I was supposed to listen to him tell me how wrong I was for Ethan. 

“Wait,” he said when I turned back to go upstairs. 

“What?” I asked with resignation. 

“You see what you’re doing to this family with your presence,” he said. He slowly moved to put himself between me and the stairs, effectively trapping me in the kitchen. “I think you have to realize you aren’t helping. You’re hurting Ethan. Go home. Let him handle his business. If he wants to be with you, he’ll find you. This situation is not being made better with you here. You’re stressing him out.”

“I don’t believe I’m the one who is stressing him out,” I retorted. 

“Go home, Ava. Give Ethan the chance to fix this. He can’t do that with you hanging around.”

I wasn’t going to let the asshole push me around. “I’m here because Ethan wants me here. You and his family are pissed that he chose me over all of you. Talk to Ethan about that.”

“Don’t you have a job or something?” he asked pointedly. 

“I have several, and all of them are taken care of,” I said. “I will have the same jobs when I return. I’m not going to run when Ethan needs me, and he does need me. I don’t care what you or his parents say. None of you are thinking about what Ethan wants or needs. I am.”

“You are just making this worse for Ethan and the rest of the family,” he insisted. “The press are feeding on the idea of Ethan being with the sister of the woman who killed that kid and is trying to pin it on Ethan’s brother.”

“Jenny didn’t kill anyone,” I corrected. “Drugs did. Poor choices did. Collin is as much responsible as Jenny. It’s you who is trying to spin the narrative to make it seem like she is the one who led Saint Collin down a dark road. I know his past, Lucas. He’s an addict. He’s been an addict for a long time. I would venture to say the story could be spun to paint Collin as the bad influence. My sister is doing your family a service by keeping her mouth shut, but maybe she shouldn’t. Maybe she should tell her side of the story and hire her own publicist.”

“As if she could afford it,” he scoffed. 

“And that’s the crux of it, isn’t it?” I asked with disdain. “Who has more money? The person with the least amount of money loses. It’s not about who is innocent. It’s about who is the easiest person to throw under the bus. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m taking Roxy for a walk on the beach. You’re welcome to come along if you’d like to continue to insult me. If not, get out of the way.”

He offered an evil grin and stepped out of my way.
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I tapped my fingers on the armrest of the chair I had been sitting in for an hour. My father and grandfather were sitting across from me. I felt like I was in the witness box in a courtroom. Except I wasn’t a witness, I was the accused. It was surreal. I was completely innocent in the matter, but I was being treated like I was the one that blew up the family as well as the family business. 

“Why not just tell the truth?” I asked again. “Collin could check into a rehab. We’ll have the lawyers give a statement. It can say something along the lines of Collin has battled substance abuse for years and regrets his choices.”

“That would implicate him for the crime,” Dad shot back. 

“No, we can add a line that he did not contribute to the death and is sorry for the family that has endured a loss,” I said. “We aren’t going to get away from the fact he was doing drugs with the deceased. To lie is just going to blow up in our faces. Admit some fault and take responsibility.”

My grandfather shook his head. “That’s political suicide.”

“Collin is guilty of having and doing drugs that night,” I said. “You can’t make that go away.”

“Yes, we can,” Dad argued. “We know there is another party involved. I say we remind all the accusers that Collin was not alone. All we have to do
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