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I will find comfort in the rhythm of the sea...

Ethan Mitchell and Ava Hunt are through. She thinks he’s a jerk, and he knows he has to stay away from Ava or risk his family’s scandal growing even larger. 

Though neither wants to admit it, they can’t stop thinking about each other. When Ethan is discovered by the media he’s been hiding from, the only one there to help is Ava. Despite her misgivings, she gives in and lets him hide out at her apartment.

Can they outlast the reporters, or will their still-burning desire for one another win out?
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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!
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“No, no, no,” I groaned and tossed the blouse on the bed. 

I didn’t know why I was giving my outfit so much energy. I wasn’t that excited for the date. I was only going because I felt like it was the only way to get over Ethan. I doubted it would work, but I was doing it anyway. I refused to sit around and sulk. It felt like I was letting him win if I did. The date was with some Navy guy—Chris. I didn’t even know his last name. I didn’t care to know. I doubted the date was going to go anywhere. My goal was to prove to myself I could go out with another man. 

I wanted the date to go well, but I didn’t. Ethan had burned me. He made me feel like shit. Like a damn fool for letting myself get involved with him at all. I knew I should always trust my gut. When the next wealthy New York man showed up at my door again, I would know better. 

Stumped and unable to find something to wear, I called Andrea on video chat. “I need help,” I said when she picked up. 

She was on the treadmill. “What kind of help?” she asked breathlessly. 

“I need help picking out what to wear tonight,” I said. “I want something pretty but not sexy.”

“Is it the Navy boy tonight?” she asked. 

“Yes.”

“Hold on,” she said and jumped off the treadmill. She took a drink of water and wiped her face. “Okay, what are we working with?” she asked. 

I flipped the phone around to show her the blouses I had tossed on the bed. 

“I like the red,” I heard her say. 

I turned the phone around with my nose wrinkled. “I don’t know.” I sighed. “It seems a little extra.”

“It’s perfect,” she said. “You’re just trying to find an excuse not to go on the date. You need to go. This is the best way to put stinky, old Ethan in your rearview mirror.”

I wouldn’t call him stinky, but I understood what she meant. “I know I’m not going to be great company. It’s going to end up being a shitty date.”

“Hmm, if I remember correctly, there was this woman who used to tell me to choose happiness,” she teased. 

“I know, I know,” I groaned. “Between Ethan and Jenny, I swear I’m going to lose my mind. My life was so easy until they both showed up.”

“Have you talked to Jenny again?” she asked. 

“Nope,” I said with a shake of my head. “I don’t know what she expects me to do. She gets herself into these messes all the time. I don’t know why she thinks I should do anything to help her. How could I possibly help her? I don’t even know what she did. I don’t want to know.”

“She’s your sister,” Andrea reminded me. 

“Not really,” I said. “She hasn’t been my sister in a few years. She chose that life. She didn’t want anything to do with me when I needed her most. Jenny is all about searching for the next sugar daddy. She wants to make sure she marries rich.”

“She didn’t even give you a hint about what might be wrong?” she asked. 

“Nope,” I answered. “Just said it was bad.”

“Weird,” she said and took another drink. “I take it you haven’t heard from Ethan again?”

“No,” I said.

“You sound pissed.”

“I’m not pissed, but it is kind of messed up that he didn’t try a little harder to apologize,” I said. “I thought maybe he would send flowers or something. He just went crazy and says ‘oops.’ Like that’s going to make it better. He accused me of stealing. That’s messed up. He could have accused me of doing just about anything. But stealing and selling his secrets? That’s low. That was rude and obnoxious. It was arrogant. I have never felt like such shit.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It really was not cool.”

I pushed away the thoughts that had been weighing on me and making me feel bad. Ethan’s betrayal had hit hard. His unfounded accusations hurt. I didn’t know how or why he thought I would ever steal anything from him. We had a beautiful night together and I let myself think there was a real chance we might actually be able to have a relationship. He proved I was right about him from the very beginning. He was nothing but a jerk. 

“Thanks,” I said. “I better go and get dressed for this date.”

“You sound so happy about it.” She laughed. 

“I’m only doing this because you think I should,” I told her. “And because I’m really hoping he will somehow make me forget all about that asshole.”

“It might take a couple of times, but you’ll get there,” she promised. “I’m sorry he was a pig and I’m sorry I encouraged you to go for it. Unfortunately, there are always a few bad apples in the bunch. If there was a quick and easy way to weed them out, life would be too easy. It’s part of the game. We have to try out a lot until we find the right one.”

“That sounds very philosophical.” I laughed. “Since when did you get so wise?”

“I’m telling you, that trip changed me. I feel clearer and brighter. I see the world differently. I was even thinking about getting a job.”

I feigned a heart attack. “No! Not a job!”

“Stop,” she said, laughing. “Not like your kind of job, but there’s the chance I might get to work with kids at a developmental center. It’s just a few hours a week teaching art, but it might be fun.”

“You should do it,” I said. “Put that art degree to good use. I think you’re going to find it’s very rewarding.”

“We’ll see,” she replied. “I don’t want to get too carried away. My parents might think I’m trying to be a grown up and independent, and cut me off.”

“Oh, the horror,” I teased. 

“That’s what I said.” She grinned. 

“For real, Andrea. That’s awesome. I think you’re going to love it. I’m proud of you.”

“Thank you,” she said, and I could see the excitement in her eyes. “Call me tomorrow and let me know how it went.”

“I will,” I said and ended the chat. 

I was proud of her for trying to do something with her life. She didn’t have to work. She could continue to live off family money and do nothing. I was glad she was changing her ways. I put my phone down and got dressed with no enthusiasm. The last date I had been on had ended badly. Technically, the date had been great, but then he turned into a total asshole. 

I was pissed. Hurt. And just feeling like a damn fool. I really thought Ethan would have called me. Yes, he called, but only a few times. Then he just stopped. He gave up. That told me he didn’t really care. He might have felt bad for a minute, but he was quickly over it. I wasn’t surprised. He was going to go back to his life in New York and that would be that. I was just the dumbass that fell for the guy after having sex a couple of times. 

I pushed Ethan to the back of my mind where he belonged. I didn’t want to waste even another second thinking about him. He wasn’t worth it. I would forget about him as soon as there was something else, rather someone else, to focus my attention on. Once Ethan was gone, I could start working on the house again. I wanted to do some renovating in the guest bathroom. That would help occupy my time. I needed a project. Maybe I could buy another house. A real shithole that would require me to work around the clock. I wouldn’t have time to eat, think, or even sleep. 

That’s what I would do. I was going to scour the foreclosures and find a new project. Tomorrow. Today, I had to go on a date with Chris. I had to try. I dressed and put on a little makeup. The contradiction between getting ready for this date versus the date with Ethan was pretty stark. I couldn’t bring myself to really care about what whether or not he was impressed by me. 

I met Chris at the restaurant. I didn’t want him knowing where I lived just yet. Chris was dressed in a Hawaiian shirt and khakis. It wasn’t really my favorite look, but it was pretty common. 

“Hi.” He smiled nervously and kissed my cheek. 

I took my seat at the table. It was one of the touristy restaurants that served barbecue. Not my favorite, but again, it was standard fare. “Did you work today?” I asked conversationally. 

“This morning.” He nodded. 

He was a handsome guy. Young and full of life. He reminded me of a young Brad Pitt. He had blond hair and blue eyes with a very boyish, country boy look. His smile was what convinced me to agree to go out with him. He was a nice guy. I was thinking a nice guy was exactly what I needed after Ethan. I let myself be swayed by the edgy, cocky thing. That blew up in my face. 

“How long have you been here?” I asked him. 

“Just got here last month,” he replied. “I was in Japan for a while. I’ve been trying to get stationed here since I joined the Navy.”

“How long have you been in the Navy?” I asked. 

“Seven years,” he answered. 

“Is it your career or do you plan on exiting soon?” I asked. 

He shrugged. “I’m not sure. I have another year on my current contract. Do you live here fulltime?”

“I do.” I nodded and forced a smile. The small talk was normal. I was just looking for some spark. It wasn’t happening. Yet. 

“How long have you lived here in Oahu?” 

“I lived here when I was little,” I said. “My dad was Navy and stationed here for a while. I moved back about five years ago.”

“It’s beautiful here,” he said. “I think I might retire here if I can swing it. The cost of living is pretty steep. I’m not sure what I’ll do for work. How do you make it work?” 

I laughed. “I work. A lot. I work at the coffee shop and I do dog walking. Sometimes I do some housecleaning. And I have a few rental properties I own.”

“Damn,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m not sure I’m going to make it. You must work around the clock.”

“I do work a lot, but it’s worth it to live in paradise.”

“I get that,” he said. “I haven’t had a lot of time to really explore, but some of my buddies have told me where to go and what to see.”

“Where are you from?” I asked while sipping the fruity cocktail I ordered. I was trying to keep the conversation flowing while controlling it. I didn’t want to get personal. I knew I was tanking the potential for a relationship, but I wasn’t ready. I was out but holding myself at arm’s length. 

“Iowa.” He grinned. 

“Ah, farm boy,” I teased. 

“Born and raised.” He nodded. “My grandparents have a cattle ranch and my parents grow corn and hay.”

“You really are a farm boy,” I commented. 

“I am,” he replied. “I had never seen the ocean before I joined the Navy.”

“That had to have been a big surprise,” I said. 

“The best,” he replied. “I was in love. I was free.”

“Do your parents want you back in Iowa once you’re out of the Navy?” I asked. 

He flashed a grin. “You know it.”

He was a good guy. A guy I should want to be with. But he just wasn’t doing it for me. There was no excitement. No layers to find out who the man was underneath a tough exterior. No mystery. 
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I groaned and leaned back in the chair, my eyes going to the ceiling. Hawaii wasn’t far enough from New York. I longed for the days of no cell phones. There was a downside to always being accessible. It meant you could never really get away from the world unless you went somewhere remote enough to claim no service. It was my own fault. I knew what I needed to do. I was the one who couldn’t cut the cord. 

“No,” I murmured in response to one of my father’s questions. 

He wasn’t really looking for a response. He was lecturing me about my lack of participation in the family drama. I didn’t see how I needed to be involved. I didn’t own a time machine. I couldn’t go back in time and keep my brother from buying drags or his friend from dying. Collin fucked up. Period. I couldn’t stop that. My only job was to try and manage the damage to the company with the family name. The fallout from the scandal was hitting the company hard. I was trying to keep investors calm while holding onto my job. 

With the way things were going, I was going to be lucky to keep my position as CEO of Mitchell Industries. The board was antsy. They wanted to cut ties with me and the family, while holding onto our name. From everything I was hearing, there was a damn good chance it would happen. I was struggling to give a shit about losing my job. I was envisioning a future on a deserted island. The more my dad talked, the more I wanted to run away. 

“I’ve got to go,” I said and cut off my dad. 

“Ethan!”

I ended the call and dropped my phone on the couch. I felt like I had been through a boxing match. My ears actually hurt. I had spent the last several days on the phone. My dad was pissed at me because I wasn’t in New York or hiding out in the Hamptons with them. He seemed to have this idea I could wave a magic wand and make it all go away if I was in New York. I wasn’t there. I wasn’t going to be able to fix the mess. It was on my brother. 

Then I had my mother, who was extremely emotional. She was crushed but for very different reasons than my father. She was sad and wanted me to be there as emotional support. The last thing I wanted to do was spend my days listening to my parents complaining about my brother. Then there was Lucas. He was the voice of reason, but he was also trying to keep the company afloat while running interference for me with the board. I hated that my friend was put into the situation. Everyone except Collin was being raked over the coals. My younger brother was going to skate again. Hundreds of lives were going to be impacted by his choices and he didn’t seem to get it. 

I loved my brother, but the guy was on the wrong path. He was going down a dark hole and I wasn’t sure we were going to be able to pull him back from the disaster. I didn’t know how to help Collin. I wasn’t sure there was anything to do except let him fall on his face. I supposed I felt a little guilty for letting it get to this point. We all failed him. He had been my sidekick when we were younger. It was him and me against the world. 

What happened?

“Collin, come on,” I whispered. “They’re coming.”

My little brother crawled across the floor as if my parents’ guests roaming below in the massive foyer wouldn’t see him. I was twelve and convinced I was smarter than all the adults in the house. And I fancied myself a spy. 

“This way,” I hissed and motioned for him to follow me to the service stairs. 

We rushed down the dark stairwell and rushed around the back hallway that the housekeepers and service staff used. Collin pushed open the door into the ballroom. Servers were moving around the room and getting things set up for the party. Our parents were always hosting parties. I didn’t even know what they were celebrating. 

“In here,” I said to Collin and pulled back the heavy black curtains that covered one of the huge windows that lined one side of the room. The curtains were usually opened. Collin and I liked to hide in the curtains and eavesdrop on the people my parents were entertaining. 

We giggled and snickered when people walked by the curtain without seeing us. “Let’s go get a snack,” Collin said. 

“Wait,” I said and grabbed his sleeve. A waiter walked by. “Okay, now go.”

We scurried to the back of the room and slipped through the door once again. We made it into the kitchen. The catering staff was rushing around and didn’t seem to notice us. Trays were lined up on one counter. I grabbed a few of the sandwich-looking things and handed them off to Collin before going back for more. 

“Hey!” One of the staff saw us and shooed us out of the kitchen. We laughed and raced back upstairs to enjoy our stolen treats. We were supposed to stay out of the way when the parties were thrown. 

I smiled at the memory. Those were the good days. Our parents were not the most attentive. Their image was very important to them. Parties were the normal thing in the house. Collin and I had to rely on each other. If it wasn’t for him, I would have had many lonely days and nights while our parents were doing their thing. I always tried to look out for him. 

That brought up a sour feeling. Did I fail him? I had tried so hard to protect him, but when I turned eighteen, I joined the Navy and left Collin alone in that house. He was thirteen at the time. Just starting into the world of being a teenager and going through all that hard stuff—alone. It wasn’t long after I left that he started getting into trouble. I tried to call him when I was away, but maybe I didn’t call enough. And then there was the first time he got into trouble. Just thinking of that moment brought goosebumps to my body. 

“Ethan, it’s your father,” he said when I answered the phone. 

I rolled over to check the time. It was two o’clock in the morning. I had to report to work in two hours. “Dad?” I asked with confusion. 

“We need your help,” he said. 

I was in Florida. I wasn’t sure how I was going to help anything when they were in New York. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 

“It’s Collin,” he replied. 

That woke me up. “What happened?”

“He...” He paused, and I was certain I heard him choking up. 

My worst fears were coming to life. Collin had gotten into trouble a year earlier. Ever since, it had been nonstop. He got into drugs, been kicked out of the exclusive school he’d been in, and been in and out of the juvenile court system. The kid had gone off the rails. I had been gone two years. In two years, he had changed from my fun little brother to an angry drug addict. 

“Dad?” I asked and sat up. I was imagining the worst. 

“Collin overdosed, tonight.”

My heart dropped. Tears burned the back of my eyes. “Is he—”

“He’s fine. Not fine, but he’s alive. Your mother found him and called an ambulance. They were able to revive him, but it was close.”

“Shit,” I muttered. I didn’t know what to say. I’d gone from dead asleep to grief-stricken to stunned in a matter of ten seconds. 

“I know you’re locked in, but we need you to talk to him,” he said. “He’s in the hospital and will remain for another day. We want him to go to rehab, but he’s refusing.”

“He’s a minor, make him go,” I said angrily. “He has to know he’s going to die.”

“He won’t listen,” Dad said. “Your mother is a wreck. Collin has only ever listened to you.”

I rubbed a hand over my face. “I can call him tonight.”

“We need you home,” he said. 

“Dad, I’m in the Navy,” I reminded him. “I can’t just call in sick.”

“Take leave,” he ordered. “I told you this was a bad idea. Family first.”

“He’s your son,” I reminded him. “Why do I have to parent him?”

“You molded that kid to think you were a superhero,” he shot back. “When you left, he stopped listening to us.”

I didn’t think he had ever listened, but whatever. “I’ll see what I can do, but Uncle Sam is more powerful than you or the family name.”

“Figure something out!” he barked. “We need you.”

That had been the beginning of the end of my relationship with my brother. It had changed that day. I did get leave and I was able to see him. Collin had been forced into rehab. Over the last fifteen years, he had struggled with drugs. He got clean and then he’d go out to a party and score again. Being wealthy gave him connections and protection. People protected him from the fallout of his choices. No one was going to rat him out. No one was holding him accountable. 

His choices had ruined our relationship. We were barely on speaking terms. While he was partying, I was working. Collin thrived on risk. I thrived on a good business deal. We all thought he would grow out of it eventually. When he showed an interest in politics, I really thought we were through the worst of it. I had been so wrong. It only got worse. I had been pissed at Collin for a long time because he lived his life without rules. 

Now, I was beginning to think he might have had the right idea. Collin would never be accused of not living life to the fullest. He shunned the idea of working in the family business. He might not have been too far off base. I was torn between wanting to fight for my position in the company to hoping I would get fired. I just wasn’t sure it was worth it anymore. 

All I wanted was Ava. I wanted to pretend I wasn’t one of the Mitchells she hated. I wanted us to go back to the night before I accused her of stealing my stupid laptop. I wanted to spend time with her again. I hated the fact she hated me. Even apologizing to Ava wasn’t an option. I couldn’t drag her into this mess. I had to keep distance between us to protect her. I knew it was only matter of time until someone recognized me. I had to lessen the damage as much as possible. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three

[image: ]


Ava

[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

I drove to the restaurant on the beach. It was super trendy with a tiki vibe. I had been to the place many times. It was good, but it attracted a lot of tourists. I probably sounded like a snob, but I had quickly become one of the locals who preferred to hide away. 

“You look beautiful,” Chris greeted me at the door. 

“Thank you.” I smiled. 

“We have a table waiting,” he said. 

“Great!”

We were seated at one of the tables on the beach. Sand was our floor. An umbrella over the table was tilted back to give us an obstructed view of the sunset. We ordered drinks and appetizers. It was our second date. I wasn’t foolish enough to think he wasn’t expecting a little something. I had managed to avoid a kiss the first date. He probably thought I was playing hard to get. I wasn’t. I just didn’t know if I wanted to take it the next step. There would be a third date and more kissing. Eventually, he would expect sex. 

“Everything okay?” he asked. 

“Yes.” I smiled and sipped my drink. “Why?”

“You looked like you were deep in thought,” he replied. 

“I was just thinking about what I needed to do at one of my properties,” I lied.

“I’m pretty handy with a hammer if you need any help,” he offered. “My uncle is a handyman. I’ve done some work with him.”

Dammit. He was good
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