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            Don’t Leave

          

          By Toni Denise

        

      

    

    
      This title was originally published in the Mine This Winter Anthology.

      

      Austin ended his relationship over the summer and is still trying to find himself come the holidays. He knows one thing, he’s not in the mood for big celebrations or being around happy couples.

      Caroline is tired of being pressured by her mother to bring a date or to get married when it comes to every family function. She’s looking to get out of this by spending the holidays alone.

      When the two accidentally rent the same cabin for their escape from the holidays, can they get along? When Austin’s past shows up can they move forward or will it separate them for good?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          If you like what you read, stay tuned at the end for a free book from me!

        

      

    

    
      “What are your plans for Christmas?” Rachel, his brother’s girlfriend asked.

      “I don’t know,” Austin answered her; he hadn’t made any decisions.

      Six months ago he ended things with his long-term girlfriend at the same time that Rachel and Archer had started dating. Before that Archer and Austin had both been friends with Rachel for as long as he could remember.

      The dynamic changed when they started dating though, and Rachel was still his friend, but it was different. She was around all the time, though Victoria, his ex-girlfriend, had kept her away with snide remarks and lots of attitude.

      Austin looked over at his brother, Archer, a mirror image of himself aside from the tattoos and the smile. He rarely smiled anymore, and he knew it. He’d made a lot of headway in his career, though, throwing himself into work after breaking up with Victoria.

      He stood and ran his hand through his sandy-blond hair. It was too much with the holidays coming, and he needed a break. If only his father, whom he worked for, would see it that way.

      “Let us know soon?” Rachel asked.

      “I will.” He left them there in the living room and headed for his office.

      Rachel wanted to host a Christmas party here at his and Austin’s house, and he wasn’t upset about it, but he wasn’t feeling a party mood either. Everything was off, and he wasn’t sure how he fit into anything anymore.

      Overall, that was the biggest issue. He hadn’t been as close with Archer for years, not really since he started dating Victoria and let her manipulate his relationships with anyone else.

      He sat in front of his computer and pulled his emails. There were several event invites still sitting in his inbox that his father wanted him to attend, a few from his mother, on top of work meetings.

      “Screw it,” he said to all of it. Declining all the invitations he had, he cleared his calendar for two weeks overlapping Christmas through New Year’s. He didn’t have it in him to fake his way through the holidays.

      In a new window, he looked for a secluded place to stay for that time; getting away might help him clear his head. There were very few options to choose from since he was looking for a place to stay in less than a week, over a holiday.

      After searching multiple sites, he found one cabin to rent for the time he needed. Before he could debate it, he pulled out his credit card and made the reservation.

      It was a three-hour drive away, but he was definitely going to tell his father it was further. Just thinking of the man had his phone lighting up.

      “This is Austin,” he answered.

      “I need you to explain to me why you just declined all of my invitations.” His father’s voice was gruff, as it always was. He never had a nice thing to say.

      “I’m taking off for the holidays and getting away for a few weeks.” Austin did his best to keep his voice neutral and not give away how excited he was growing about his trip.

      “You can’t just do that!”

      “You said yourself today that we are pretty much done for the year. I can wrap anything else up in the next few days.”

      “I was relying on you to help with our new clients.”

      His father had been pushing him to date the daughter of a big financial account owner that they were trying to land. Austin had refused several times. He wasn’t like that and wasn’t about to start acting like his father.

      “I have already told you that I am not doing business that way.”

      “You want to run this company one day, then you’re going to have to set that little moral code of yours to the side and get things done.” A bang came through the phone, and he knew it was his father slamming his fist on his desk.

      “And I’ve told you that I will not, ever. Once again, if you have a problem with the way I work, then you can let me go. I will step aside without a fight.” This was sure to anger him further as it always did, but tonight he didn’t feel like placating.

      “That’s not what I said!” The yelling had turned into a full-blown roar. “You will be here for those parties; there is no excuse.”

      “I need a break, and I will not be there. Do with that information what you must. I will be back after the New Year.”

      Ending the call, Austin stood, stretching his six-foot-four frame as he did. He’d spent too long at a desk over the last several months. He’d take his computer, but resolved to not check on work.

      If he ever managed to take over his father’s financial firm, things were going to change, and he knew that scared some people and made others thrilled. He didn’t care. He wasn’t about to work 24-7 for the rest of his life. He didn’t want that.

      A small smile crept across his face as he thought about his trip. He only had a few days before he left, so he went to pack. He should have planned to leave tomorrow and just skipped the rest of work. He had enough work ethic to wrap up his own loose ends before he left, though.

      Tomorrow would be interesting, his first meeting was sure to be with his father, and it promised to be loud. He could handle it, but he really didn’t want to.

      Before heading to his room, he stopped at the living room to let Rachel and Archer know of his plans. They were both very happy for him, or seemed it anyway. Archer had even patted him on the back for making the decision to take time off. He hadn’t expected that.

      Now, to get packing and make his escape for Christmas. He didn’t hate the season; he just didn’t want to deal with it this year. This was going to be better for everyone, and he was going to feel a lot better next year when he got back.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline poked the food on her plate, moving it around as her family chatted around her. She sat at her parents’ dining room table, listening to her parents and sisters plan the holiday festivities.

      “Will you be bringing someone this year?” her mother asked. It was a constant question, and the answer was always the same. Every family gathering, everyone wanted to know if she was bringing someone, and spoiler, she never was.

      “Can’t say I’ve done a lot of dating recently.” She didn’t look up, still moving her food around.

      “You know, Susan’s boy is real sweet.” Oh, now came her attempts to matchmake.

      “He lives at home. He’s at least thirty. That’s not sweet.” Definitely wasn’t someone she wanted to date anyway.

      “You know, you can’t be but so picky. It’s time you settle down,” her father added.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Looking up from her plate, she stared her father down. “Am I unsettled? I don’t live with my parents, I’m financially stable, and I’m content with the way I live my life.”

      “What about a family?” her mother cried out.

      At this point, she could just pre-record her responses to the same questions over and over and eliminate the need for her to get involved.

      “She’s doing things at her own pace,” Becky, her sister, chimed in.

      “I would just like to see all my girls settled and married with kids before I die. Is that too much for a man to ask?” The exasperation was clear, it didn’t make sense to her, but it was definitely there.

      “Actually, I have a lot of work today, I may have to go do some research over the holidays.” She deflected his previous question.

      “How can you work during the holidays?” This is what I’m talking about. Her mother held her palm to her chest.

      She didn’t even have anywhere to be; she just didn’t want to have the conversation anymore. It was a damn good idea for an excuse. Though, she’d have to find a place to go.

      “Are you writing that book again?” her other sister, Jenny, asked.

      “What if I am?” She just might be.

      Caroline had always wanted to be an author and years ago had started writing a romance novel. Turned out that was harder than she thought it would be, and with no romance in her own life, there was very little inspiration to draw off of.

      Of course, when her sister had found out, she’d immediately told their parents. It had been dramatic, and her mother had nearly fainted. She rolled her eyes at the memory. She had nearly completed it after that, but she’d taken a break for the last couple years, unsure about putting herself out there once is was finished, scared of the rejection that she knew would come.

      “Don’t start that again, please? It’s bad enough you’ve chosen to be single, but to put that—” Her mother waved her arms like she couldn’t find a word. “—stuff out there. What would our friends say?”

      “Don’t worry, Mother. If I ever published any of it, I would use a pen name to protect you.”

      Becky choked and quickly grabbed her water to take a sip. She didn’t make eye contact, knowing if they looked at each other at all they would both bust out laughing.

      Jenny had married a man that was ten years her senior, someone her parents had introduced her to. Caroline didn’t think that she was truly happy: she was becoming more rude each time she saw her.

      Becky, on the other hand, had married someone she met in college. They’d tried to elope, but her mother had caught wind of it and guilted her into a big wedding. Becky was the only person she kept in touch with regularly.

      She believed that Becky was genuinely happy. She had three kids, a thriving interior-design business, and her husband had
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