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The dance is not where we lose ourselves but where we find ourselves.

Ethan Mitchell and Ava Hunt are crashing at her friend's house after being mobbed by the press. She's still leery of him after learning he was the man behind the takedown of her family's company.

He convinces her to give him another chance to prove he's not the rich jerk she thinks he is. After another incident with paparazzi, Ethan decides to go back to New York to face his family scandal. Ava offers to come along as moral support. His family is horrible to her and demands Ethan get rid of her.

Will he be forced to choose between her and his life in New York?
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I slowly surfaced to a painful consciousness. Everything hurt. My skin hurt. I was certain my hair hurt. Even my fingernails hurt. I didn’t mean to do it, but a whimper followed by a moan crossed my lips when I attempted to adjust my sleeping position. 

Out of what appeared to be the earth, Ethan hopped up. His hair was sticking in every direction, and his eyes were puffy. “I’m here,” he said. “Are you okay? What can I do?”

“Ow,” I murmured.

“It’s time,” he said and pushed a hand through his hair. “Dammit, I fell asleep. I’ll be right back.”

“What are you doing?” I whispered with confusion.

“It’s time for your pain meds,” he said and darted out of the room in just his boxer briefs. 

I was so confused. I blinked several times to focus and looked around the room. I wasn’t in my own bed. I wasn’t in the hospital. And where in the world had Ethan come from? My head was fuzzy. Pain radiated up my arm. 

Ethan dashed back into the bedroom, kicking the door closed behind him. He was carrying a bottle of water. He opened up a pill bottle and shook out a couple. “Here, take these,” he said. “I’ve got some bread in the toaster.”

“What?”

“So you don’t take them on an empty stomach,” he said. 

I took the pills and looked around the room. Things were slowly becoming clear again. “Thank you.”

“I’ll go get the toast,” he said. “Sit tight.”

I took another drink of water. I was at Cindy’s house. The flashes from the photographer’s cameras still echoed across my brain. That’s when the information overload hit. I cringed, putting my fingertips to my temple. Ethan. Ethan Mitchell. He was the man behind my family’s takedown. His brother was the one that had gotten my sister into trouble.

But he was also the man taking care of me. 

He came back into the room with the toast. “Here,” he said. “You need to try and eat at least one piece. You didn’t eat much last night. Your stomach is going to get upset. I can’t even begin to think how painful it would be for you to vomit in your condition.”

“Me either,” I muttered. 

He closed the door again and pulled on his jeans. 

“Did you sleep on the floor?” I asked with confusion. 

“You made it pretty clear you didn’t want me in the bed,” he said. 

I didn’t remember that, but then again, I didn’t remember much of anything from the night before except his confession. “But you slept on the floor?”

“Just in case you needed something.” He shrugged. 

How could I be pissed at him when he was being so damn sweet? “Thanks,” I muttered. 

“I know it’s a dumb question, but how are you feeling?” he asked. 

“Like shit.”

“Expected.” He nodded. 

I took a bite of the toast. I felt completely helpless. I wanted to get away from him, but I was in no condition to even get out of bed on my own. There was a lot on my mind. My heart was heavy. It was hard to think when my body was in such pain. 

He sat on the edge of the bed with just his jeans on. He put a hand on my lower leg and looked at me. I could only imagine what he was seeing. I’d gotten a glimpse of my face yesterday. I knew it was going to be worse today. I felt puffy. My skin felt tight. I would have been embarrassed if I’d had the energy to care. 

“How are you feeling about other things?” he asked gently. 

Looking into his eyes that were so full of love and adoration just confused me more. The words he’d said to me echoed through my mind. He’d said he loved me. Everything that came after that negated those three little words. 

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. 

“I understand.” He nodded. “I don’t want to leave you here alone, but I know you don’t want me around.”

“I just need some time,” I said. 

“I talked with Cindy,” he said. “She’s going to be home in an hour. When she gets here, I’ll go. I can’t leave you alone. I know you don’t want me around, but I can’t just leave you.”

“Where will you go?” I asked with concern. 

That was how muddled my head was. I wanted him, but I didn’t want him around me. I wouldn’t blame him if he wanted to shake me. He would never do that because he would never hurt me. I knew that deep down. I just had to try and get my head around his family’s actions. 

“I’m going to go back to your place and get some things for you,” he said. “I’ll get Roxy’s bowls and food. Do you need anything specific?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Will you come back?”

“If you want me to.” He must have noticed my pressed lips and continued, “I know you probably don’t want me to,” he said, “but the doctor made it clear you can’t be alone. I know you’re pissed. I get it, but I’m not going to put your health at risk.”

It was sweet. How could I really be mad at him for trying to take care of me, especially when I needed it? “Cindy will be here,” I said quietly. 

“Yes, but unless she’s going to sleep in here with you or get a monitor to listen, it’s not enough,” he said sternly. “I know you are pissed, but I’m not leaving. You won’t know I’m here except for when I’m checking to make sure you can wake up.”

I would have argued if I’d had the strength. “Fine.”

“When you’re ready, I’m ready to talk,” he said. 

“I’m not,” I said. “I can’t. Not now. I don’t know what to say.”

“Okay.” He looked down. “I’ll let you rest. Your phone is charged. Do you need anything?”

“No.”

He grabbed the rest of his clothes and walked out of the bedroom. The house was completely silent. It felt strange to have him near but yet so far. I heard Cindy come home. I couldn’t hear the conversation between them, but I could tell they were talking quietly. I heard the door open and close again. 

“Hey,” Cindy said as she walked into the room. “Can I get you anything?”

“No.” I smiled weakly. “I’m okay. Thank you so much for letting us crash here last night.”

“I’m glad you’re here.” She smiled back at me. “I’m so sorry you had to go through all of that. First the wreck and then the bullshit with the press.”

“When I step in it, I really step in it,” I said with a small laugh.

“I’m going to take a quick shower,” she said. “Your caretaker said I could do that if I left the door open.”

“I’m sorry,” I groaned. 

“No,” she laughed. “I think it’s cute. I want a man that looks after me like that. He really cares about you.”

That was hard to hear. I knew he did, but everything was so confusing. “I know,” I sighed. 

“After I get out of the shower, I’ll make you some soup,” she said. “Ethan said you had to eat at least a bowl. If you don’t eat, I have no doubt in my mind he will spoon-feed you.”

“I’ll try,” I said. 

“Good. Give me thirty minutes.”

“Please, don’t rush,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I leaned back and closed my eyes. I hated being sick. I hated being unable to do what I normally did in a day. I must have drifted off because my ringing phone woke me. It hurt to move, but I looked at the screen. It was Andrea. I remembered that I was supposed to call her last night when I got home. 

“Hey,” I answered. 

“Are you okay?” she asked. 

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m sorry I didn’t call you last night.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “I was worried you might have had to stay another night.”

“No, I was released late in the day,” I explained. “When we were leaving the hospital, the paparazzi were waiting for us. For both of us. Not just him.”

“Why?”

I sighed. “So much has happened in the last twenty-four hours. I’ll give you the condensed version. It’s bad.”

“Okay, tell me what you can,” she said gently. “If you’re tired, call me when you can.”

“I’m okay,” I said. “He told me he loved me.”

“Ethan?”

“Yes,” I said and couldn’t help but smile. “He loves me, but I don’t know if that matters.”

“I would say it matters a lot!” 

“He’s one of those Mitchells,” I said. “He is the CEO of Mitchell Industries.”

“Who’s that?” she asked. 

“The company that bought out my family’s company,” I said.

“Oh shit,” she breathed. She was well aware of the situation. 

“Yeah,” I said. “But that’s not the worst part.”

“I’m afraid to ask,” she said. 

“Jenny is in trouble,” I sighed. “Big trouble.”

“That’s not new.”

“I know, but this time it’s big,” I said. “Someone was killed, and she might be held responsible. She was with one of her rich boytoys. They were all doing drugs. Some guy overdosed. Apparently, he was someone. She didn’t tell me any of this. She just told me she was in trouble and needed my help. It was Ethan that gave me the details.”

“How does he know?” she asked. 

“It’s his brother!” 

“Sweetie, I don’t understand,” she said. 

“The rich guy that she was with is Ethan’s younger brother,” I explained. “He’s here in Hawaii to avoid that scandal. I knew his brother was in trouble, but I had no idea his brother and my sister were hooking up. He said he didn’t know either until the day of the accident. His friend put it all together.”

“Wow,” she said. “That’s a crazy coincidence.”

“I know,” I agreed. “I don’t know if it’s my head injury or what, but I just can’t understand. Jenny called me the day of my accident. She told me the family of the guy she was with are putting the responsibility of the guy’s death on her. Now I understand why. The Mitchell family is using their power and money to put this on my sister. Ethan told me that. He says it’s wrong but that isn’t making it stop. His family is evil. Why do they keep coming after us?”

“Damn,” she breathed. “That is messed up. Where is Jenny now?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I haven’t talked to her since the accident. I feel so guilty for not believing her. I know she screwed up, but it isn’t fair she has to pay the price. I get she might be involved, but they are using their money to basically throw her away.”

“It isn’t right,” she said. “I agree. Can you talk to Ethan?”

“He told me all of this last night,” I said. “I’m still reeling. He knew who I was. He could have told me who he was.”

“True, but you did tell him you hated his family,” she laughed. “He maybe didn’t want to start off on the wrong foot.”

“He said he didn’t want to lose me,” I said. 

“That sounds reasonable,” she said. “He said he loves you. Do you believe him?”

“I think so,” I said. “He slept on the floor next to my bed last night. Technically, not my bed because I’m at my boss’s house. We couldn’t go to my apartment because the paparazzi has figured out our connection. They were waiting for me outside the hospital and were at my apartment. It’s a mess.”

“Come here,” she said. “I’ll fly you out here right now.”

“I’m in no shape to go anywhere,” I said. “I can hardly get to the bathroom by myself.”

“I’m so sorry this is happening to you,” she said. “I could come out there.”

“I’m okay,” I said. “I think. I’m just so confused.”

“I think you need to table all of that drama and focus on healing,” she said. “Talk to Ethan. Figure out the two of you and then worry about your sister. You know she will always find trouble. You need to focus on you.”

“But Ethan lied,” I said. 

“And that’s wrong,” she agreed. “But if he loves you, and I assume you love him or something very close to it, you work it out.”

“It hurts to think,” I said. 

“Exactly,” she said. “Don’t think. Let him take care of you. The rest is going to be there when you’re better. You can’t think straight right now. Don’t make any major decisions.”

“You’re right,” I said. 

“I know. Send me a selfie. I want to see how bad those bruises got.”

“No,” I laughed. “That’s mean.”

We talked a little longer before hanging up. It was crazy how exhausted I was just from talking. 
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I ignored the reporters and walked directly to the rental car. There was no point in trying to hide. Ava needed her things. I needed my laptop. I walked into her apartment without answering any of the questions lobbed my way. Thankfully, there were only a few holdouts. I hoped like hell they would see there wasn’t a story to be found. They just needed to go away. 

I tossed everything into the back seat and left the apartment. The reporters weren’t the kind that were going to chase me on motorcycles. But because I didn’t want to bring any more trouble to Ava’s door, I drove to the rental car place and requested another car. 

With the new car, I went to the store to get some groceries. I was stalling, killing time. Cindy told me she was going to be at the apartment for a while. I knew Ava was struggling with me. The last thing I wanted to do was bring her more stress, but I refused to leave her. If she wanted me gone once she was feeling better, I would go. Until she was able to take care of herself, I wasn’t going anywhere. 

After picking up some groceries, I drove through a coffee shop and grabbed some coffee. I drove to a beach, one that Ava had taken to me before. There were a few people, but it wasn’t nearly as packed as the others. I found a spot to sit down and contemplate life for a few minutes. Since getting the call from Lucas and learning of Ava’s sister’s connection to the scandal, life had been a whirlwind. The accident, confessing my love and then the exposure. I was certain this was what it was like to be caught in a tornado. Shit was spinning around me, knocking me left and right. I could have handled it, but now Ava was caught up in the storm too. 

After taking some time to get centered and have a moment of silence, I called Lucas to check in on the situation. “How’s Ava?” he asked. 

I knew he didn’t want me with her. He would prefer I was in New York miserable and alone. I understood his motivation, but I didn’t like it. It sucked. I didn’t want to deal with any of it. I wanted to put my head in the sand and make it all go away. 

“She’s recovering,” I said. “I just went to get some stuff from her apartment.”

“Get mobbed?”

“Not really,” I said. “How is it back there?”

“A shitstorm,” he answered. “We lost another two percent on the trading today.”

“Shit,” I groaned. 

“I don’t have to tell you how the board is taking it,” he said. 

“They want my ass gone, right?” I asked. 

“Yep,” he replied. “I’m trying to hold the fort down. Things are getting ugly. I think they are going to call for my head on a platter beside yours.”

“I can’t just step down,” I said. “It will only damage the company further. I’ve been making calls when I can. I’ll do what I can from here.”

“You need to get away from her,” he said. “Staying with her is only adding more fuel to the fire.”

“I’m not leaving her,” I said. “Not now. She can’t do shit for herself. She can’t be at her apartment on her own. I’m not going to leave her to deal with this on her own. I brought this into her life. She’s in no condition to deal with it by herself.”

“Can you get her to go into hiding?” he asked. 

“Lucas, she’s a grown woman,” I said. “I can’t lock her in a closet.”

“Is she dealing with her sister?” he asked. 

“I don’t think so,” I replied. “I don’t think she’s talked to her at all.”

“You know this is a Romeo and Juliet scenario,” he said. “You are on opposite sides of something pretty big.”

“You mean because my family is trying to put the blame on her sister for something she may not have done?” I asked sarcastically. “I can’t imagine why she’s angry.”

“Come home,” he said. “Let’s deal with this. You can’t be with her. It gave the story new life.”

“I’m not leaving,” I said. “Not yet. I need to make sure she’s okay before I abandon her. I think I’ve done enough damage. I’m not going to make it worse.”

“Try and lay low,” he said. “Every time you’re photographed with her, it revives the story. If and when there are charges brought against this Jenny woman, the picture of you guys leaving the hospital is going to be attached to the story. Ava’s face is somewhat blurry. Yours isn’t. You are connected to both sides, which pretty much put the company front and center.”

“I can’t stop it,” I said. “I’m connected one way or another. It will pass. If not, I’m fired, and that’s that. Ever heard that saying about worrying about the things you can change? That’s me. I’m making calls. I’m talking with some of the board. I’m doing my work. That’s all I can do. I’m not begging anyone to keep my job. They fire me, whatever. I go on with my life. The company sinks or thrives. That’s out of my control. I’m not giving up, but I’m not begging.”

“I get it,” he said. “Do you think you’re going to be home soon?” 

“I don’t know,” I answered. “I have a feeling she isn’t going to want me around, but I’m not leaving until I know she’s okay.”

“So gallant,” he said with a laugh. 

“I feel responsible,” I said. “I know I didn’t do anything, but the guilt by association thing goes in many ways. I’m guilty in the public’s opinion because of something Collin did. She’s guilty for being with me and being the sister of the woman involved. I’m guilty for getting her involved. And I can’t tell you how much it pisses me off to know Ava and I are totally innocent! We did nothing, and yet we are the ones getting dragged through the mud because our siblings are hiding. My family is also going to blame her family for something my brother did. Do you see how fucked-up this is?”

“It is,” he agreed. “I wish there was a way I could fix it, but it’s just the way it is.”

“Yeah, thanks. I better be getting back. Her friend has to leave soon. I’ll check in tomorrow. I’ll get some work done tomorrow.”

I headed back to the car and back to the house. Cindy was in the kitchen. “How is she?” I asked. 

“She was sleeping when I checked about fifteen minutes ago.”

“Did she eat?”

Cindy smiled. “A little.”

I carried the bags into the kitchen and put them on the counter. “I got some of her favorite foods. And some new bandages. I packed her a suitcase as well. I’ll run out and get it.”

I hauled it in, doing my best to stay as quiet as possible. I didn’t want to wake her. 

“I won’t be home until late tonight,” Cindy said. “I can cancel if you need me to stay.”

“I can watch her,” I said. “I’m going to make her meatloaf.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I don’t mean to sound judgmental, but is that even possible?” 

“She told you about my lack of cooking skills,” I chuckled. 

“Not so much as a lack but no need to use them,” she clarified. “She told me you had some money.”

“Just a little.” I winked. 

“Do you want me to help you with the meatloaf?” she asked. 

“I watched a couple of YouTube videos,” I said. “It didn’t look all that complicated. I bought all the ingredients. If you don’t mind me making use of your kitchen.”

“I don’t mind at all,” she said. “Let me get you a bowl and a pan.”

“Thank you,” I said and listened to her quick rundown of where everything was. 

“I think she is going to be thrilled with it,” she said. “And good job. You’re taking good care of her. I’m glad she’s found someone like you.”

I had a feeling Cindy was not entirely privy to who I was. Rather, who my family was. “Thanks.” I looked around the living room. “Is Roxy with her?”

“Won’t leave her side.” She smiled. “Ava is a lucky woman. She’s got you and the most loyal dog in the world.”

“What about meds?” I asked. 

“I had the timer on my phone,” she said. “Just like you demanded.”

“Sorry.” I cringed. “I didn’t mean to come off as overzealous.”

“I don’t mind,” she replied. She pulled out her phone. “She’s due in eighty-seven minutes.”

“Thank you,” I said with a laugh.

“You already had it on your alarms, didn’t you?”

“Guilty.” I grinned. 

She left the house, plunging me into silence. I very quietly checked on Ava, who was sound asleep. Roxy was curled in a ball next to her. She lifted her head to look at me and then lay right back down. I took a moment to watch Ava. Her face was a mass of yellow and purple. I kept thinking about the car I had seen in the tow yard. It gave me nightmares to think what could have happened. A bruised face was a much better option. Underneath the swelling, she was still my beautiful Ava. 

I closed the door and went back to the kitchen to begin my experiment. I figured if it failed, I could always order takeout. I unpacked the nominal groceries and made myself at home in the kitchen. After finding the video again, I propped it up and started the recipe. I hoped like hell it was edible. After putting it into the oven, I decided to take a quick shower after checking on Ava once again. I was going to have to wake her to give her the pain meds. I knew it seemed counterproductive, but I didn’t want her to wake in pain.

When I got out of the shower, Ava was awake. She was sitting up with her feet resting on the floor. “What are you doing?” I rushed in to stop her. 

“I need to pee,” she said. “I can walk.”

“But you shouldn’t. Not by yourself.”

“I can walk fine,” she insisted. “I’m just a little weak. I don’t want to lie in bed anymore. I feel a lot better.”

“Okay.” I nodded with understanding. “I’ll help you to the bathroom. Do you want to sit in the living room?”

“Yes, please,” she answered. 

I helped her up and led her to the bathroom. I waited outside the door in case she needed me. She didn’t seem all that excited to have me hanging around, but I was going to do it anyway. 
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