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      Forgiveness. Second chances…and secrets.

      

      Resort manager Zoe Ward has spent the past year throwing her broken heart into rescuing abandoned pets and ensuring vacationing couples have the trip of their dreams. She even helps engaged couples create their happily ever afters, something she’d believed she was going to have with Ashton Wallace before he left with barely a word about why. But now he’s back and looking for a second chance.

      

      Ashton can’t stop thinking about Zoe. He knows all she wants is marriage and a family, and he was certain he could provide it. However, when his past life came crashing in before he could pop the question, he left Indigo Bay in order to protect Zoe. But now that things have settled out again, he’s back and looking to turn his biggest regret into a happy ending.

      

      Will Zoe find room in her heart for forgiveness? And can Ashton prove that this time he’s here to stay? Because he’s been keeping secrets that could ruin everything…and Zoe knows it.

      

      This book is part of the Indigo Bay Sweet Romance series which includes wonderful books by several great authors. All stories can be read out of order.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sweet Forgiveness

      

      

      
        
        Indigo Bay Sweet Romance Series

        By Jean Oram

      

        

      
        © 2018 Jean Oram

        First Edition

      

        

      
        www.jeanoram.com

        Cover Designed by Najla Qamber Designs

      

      

      Thank you for downloading this ebook. Although in electronic form, it remains the copyrighted property of the author, and it cannot be reproduced, modified, copied and/or distributed by any means for commercial or non-commercial purposes whether the work is attributed or not, unless written permission has been granted by the author, with the exception of brief quotations for use in a review of this work. If you enjoyed this book, please encourage your friends to download their own copy from their favorite online vendor where they can also discover other works by this author. Thank you for your support. Keep reading!

      All characters and events appearing in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to real people, alive or dead, as well as any resemblance to events is coincidental and, truly, a little bit cool.

      ISBN: 978-1-928198-57-4

      1021

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you to my Beta Sisters, Erika Howder, Lucy Jones, Donna Wolz, Sharon Sanders, Sarah Albertson, Margaret Cambridge, Connie Williams Mechling, and Debra Lee. Your help with Zoe and Ashton, as well as with the South was instrumental in making this story the best it could be.
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        ZOE

      

      

      Zoe Ward began packing boxes of books and journals, humming under her breath. She lifted her calico cat, Pandora, out of the box she filled with framed photos. She had a feeling she would soon be hanging them on the walls of her new home with Ashton Wallace. That was, if the way the two of them had been talking was an indication.

      Today, while walking the beach after breakfast, he’d pointed to a town house that was for sale a block from the Atlantic Ocean. He’d taken a photo of the Realtor’s phone number, suggesting they take a look around, since his one-year bachelor suite rental lease was coming up for renewal in a month. Maybe they could buy a place together.

      She’d barely been able to breathe, she’d been so excited. Now, hours later, she was using her nervous energy for good and packing up clutter so her small house would show better should she need to put it up for sale.

      Zoe abandoned the box and hummed and danced her way across her bedroom to check her cell phone. She was expecting a text from Ashton, since it was just about bedtime. Texting goodnight was part of their daily routine, and it was a ritual she looked forward to. Tonight, as per their Friday night tradition, she had made them spaghetti and meatballs from her grandmother’s recipe. Then they’d walked the beach before a lingering, sweet goodnight kiss.

      There was no text yet, and Zoe sent him an emoji of a happy face blowing a kiss.

      The past two and a half months had been a whirlwind. She’d managed to keep a check on her usual desire to move along too quickly, but Ashton had been right there, urging them to move faster, talking about their future and creating mutual dreams for them to share. It was perfect. He was perfect, and she couldn’t wait to make him hers.

      After being left the night before her wedding thirteen years ago, she’d been waiting for a man like him. One who wouldn’t claim she was smothering him, or acting too clingy. One who was as into commitment and sharing each other’s lives as she was.

      Zoe set down her phone and smiled as she picked up a framed photo of Ashton. She waltzed across the room with it and placed it on her newly cleared off bedside table. She pressed a kiss on her fingertips, then gently brushed the frame’s glass.

      There was a knock at her door and she went to answer it. Her cat Houdini was perched nearby and she scooped him up so he wouldn’t escape.

      She opened the door to find Ashton there. Her heart lifted, thinking he had come all the way back for one more kiss.

      But there was no hug that swept her into his arms, no kiss, no upturn of his lips, even. He came in, closing the door behind him as she released her cat.

      She pulled Ashton into a careful embrace. “Are you okay?”

      He let out a shuddered breath, holding her tight. “I have to go to the city to take care of some personal business.”

      Zoe released him, letting her hands drift to his shoulders, so she could watch his expression. “I’ll come with you.”

      “I think it would be best if I went alone.”

      She stepped back, wishing she still had the cat to hold. “What do you mean, alone?”

      “It’s a big mess I have to straighten out. You don’t need to worry over it. I’ll be home tomorrow night.”

      “You don’t need to protect me from your life, Ash. Worry is what people do for their loved ones. I want to help even if it’s messy.” Only two weeks ago he’d been right there, holding the bucket for her when she’d had the flu. They were past the life-is-perfect stage of their relationship.

      But he didn’t appear convinced.

      “Let me help,” she insisted.

      He placed a kiss on her forehead. “I don’t want to get into it right now. I’ll tell you all about it when I’m home again.”

      “Is everyone all right?”

      “Yeah. I just…” He paused on his way to the door. “I need some space to figure things out.”

      Space.

      That was never a good word.

      Why had he been talking about buying a house together if he wasn’t ready? Had she missed the signs again? Had she somehow been pushing him into things he didn’t truly want or wasn’t ready for?

      “Is this about us moving in together?” she asked.

      He looked surprised, then confused. “What? No. Why?”

      Zoe toyed with her necklace while draping her free arm across her gut. “Oh. Um, I don’t know. It just seems like we’re moving really fast and suddenly you’re… You know what? It’s fine. I’m just worried and want to help, that’s all.”

      “I thought you were okay with where things were moving with us.”

      “Yeah! No, I am fine. Great, even. Are you?”

      He gave her a strange look. “Yes.” He shook his head as though trying to remove the crazy vibe that had settled around them. “I’ll call you.”

      “When?” She winced, realizing she sounded needy.

      He let out a slow breath, and the pinched, pained look that was there earlier returned. “Hopefully, when I get home tomorrow night.”

      “Well then, until tomorrow.” She opened the door for him, letting him out. “If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      He turned back, looking so much like the handsome man she loved and trusted in the fading twilight that the worry she’d been feeling vanished. “Thanks. For understanding.”

      “I’ll always be here for you.”

      He smiled softly, brushing her cheek with his thumb. “It’s what I love best about you.”

      He kissed her in a lingering way that somehow felt like a goodbye, and she shivered when he left.

      Whatever was happening was big, and all the more reason he should’ve shared it with her. But…

      Space.

      She truly hated that word.

      

      
        
        ASHTON

      

      

      

      Ashton parked in front of the high-rise apartment he remembered from six months ago. It felt like it had been a lifetime, which was ironically appropriate.

      Palm trees lined the front walk and the grass was green despite the pervasive Charleston heat. Before Zoe, Ashton had dated Maliki for a few months. Even from the start he’d known in his gut it wouldn’t work out. And then she’d proved it by breaking up with him because he always smelled like cinnamon buns from Sweet Caroline’s in Indigo Bay. She’d claimed it was making her crave sweets, causing her to gain weight.

      He chuckled under his breath. What a silly reason for a break up. But those cinnamon buns had led him directly to Zoe. Indigo Bay guest Ginger McGinty had matched the two of them up based on their love of the buns.

      Zoe.

      He hadn’t been straight with her last night and he felt conflicted. He’d wanted to protect her, not cause her unnecessary worry—especially since so much of what he knew, and thought he might do, was mere speculation. Once he talked to Maliki and had a plan, then he’d tell Zoe everything and more. They’d figure things out together.

      But right now…right now the only thing he knew for sure was that he wanted to protect the perfect, untainted part of his life where Zoe resided.

      His time with his ex-girlfriend felt as though it had been so long ago, so unreal. But it had suddenly become so very real.

      And now he was parked in front of her building at nine o’clock on a Saturday morning, wondering how he was going to figure out his life with her and with their baby, due to be born in a few months.

      Ashton let his skull fall back against the headrest and closed his eyes.

      Pregnant. Six months pregnant and only telling him about it now.

      He’d been dropping hints around Zoe about adopting a baby, hoping she would be on board with starting a family even though they were both well past the average age for new parents. He’d always wanted a family. And now it looked as though that wish was about to be granted.

      But not with the woman he loved.

      A baby changed everything.

      And yet, it might change so little. He’d seen friends make stranger things work than raising a child with an ex.

      He and Zoe could take the baby during the summer holidays and weekends, as well as other holidays throughout the year when the child didn’t have school, and neither did he. Maliki wouldn’t have to worry about finding a babysitter and, as a schoolteacher, Ashton would have plenty of time to spend with this little one. They’d find a way to share this child and give it all the love and opportunities it deserved. He wouldn’t be like his selfish father, who’d skipped town, finding the burden of loving and raising a child to be too much.

      With his heart full of hope, Ashton left his car and rang the buzzer in the lobby of the Charleston high-rise. Traffic whizzed by behind him and he wondered if his ex-girlfriend would consider moving to Indigo Bay. The small town on the South Carolina ocean shore would be the perfect place to raise a child, surely better than a city with traffic zipping by at all hours of the day.

      He was let into the building and took the elevator to Maliki’s floor.

      “Hi,” she said, as he approached. She’d been waiting, her apartment door open as she peeked out into the hall, watching for him.

      “Hi, Maliki. You look well.” He felt like a liar, but didn’t know what else to say. Her pregnancy seemed to be taking a severe toll on her and she lacked an expected third-trimester glow.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      She let him into her apartment. “Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

      “I’m fine, thanks. I got some at the gas station.”

      “Fabulous coffee, I’m sure,” she teased.

      “I’m curious,” he said, not bothering to beat around the bush, “why you waited so long to tell me about the baby.”

      Her smile faltered and she moved farther into the apartment, which had seemed fine for a single woman in her early thirties a few months ago. Now it seemed tired, worn and dark.

      There was a large box for a baby crib sitting beside the faded armchair she was easing herself into.

      “Do you want me to put this together?” Ashton offered, pulling the box closer, happy to have something to do with his hands.

      “If you don’t mind.” Maliki winced as she sat.

      “Are you okay?” He gazed at her. She was biting her upper lip, fighting tears.

      Ashton’s heart raced. “What’s wrong?”

      “The baby’s not well.”

      “What?” He barely had the breath to talk. Why had she called him here—just to cruelly tell him he wasn’t going to be a father?

      “They’re planning an early C-section. The baby will need surgery immediately after delivery.” She was rubbing slow circles on her stretched stomach, as though soothing the child.

      Ashton paced, feeling as though every hope he’d built up on the way over was being dashed to the ground, then stomped upon. “You’re due in October? November?”

      “The baby can’t wait that long. They’re going to induce me early.”

      A premature infant that needed immediate surgery. The child was going to require a lot of medical attention.

      “Do you have medical insurance?”

      Maliki slowly shook her head.

      “Mine might cover some things. Especially for the baby. Do you know if it’s a boy or a girl?”

      She smiled weakly. “It’s a girl. Well, they’re not a hundred percent sure, but they haven’t seen anything in the ultrasounds to indicate it’s a boy.”

      “A girl.” A daughter.

      He already knew he’d do everything for her. Everything and anything.

      He looked around the one-bedroom apartment. It needed fresh paint, new flooring, a deep cleaning. And definitely more baby stuff.

      “I’ll call my medical plan on Monday and see what they’ll cover. Maybe not the birth, but surgery, because she’ll be my dependent.”

      Wow, that felt real. A dependent. Someone depending on him. Depending upon him for her very life.

      He stiffened as a realization struck, and he turned to his ex-girlfriend. “Is that why you called me? For medical coverage?”

      Her eyes filled with tears as she looked away, and Ashton clamped down on his anger.

      The child mattered more than Maliki’s motivations. The baby was his, and he had rights.

      Still, anger ripped through him over being so blatantly used. Ashton rubbed his forehead as he focused on keeping his emotions in check.

      “You’re mad,” she stated.

      “Of course I am!” he exclaimed. “If the baby wasn’t sick would you ever have told me I was going to be a father?”

      “I picked up the phone to call you so many times, but I thought you’d be angry and I wasn’t ready to face that. My whole life has changed.”

      Changed because of him. But she wasn’t the only one with a life change.

      “I’m upset because you kept this from me,” he said. “There might have been something I could have helped with sooner.”

      “There wasn’t.” She stared him straight in the eye. “I promise. I’m sorry I didn’t bring you in sooner. I’ve been dealing with things and I just…”

      That was a poor excuse and they both knew it.

      Ashton headed for the door. “I’ll let you know if my plan will cover the baby’s surgery. I expect to get custody during all holidays and weekends, if not more.”

      “Ashton.”

      The plea in her voice made him pause as he opened the door to leave. He found that she’d followed him, her face more pale than ever.

      “You should rest.”

      “I know.” Her eyelids drifted shut as she inhaled, as though bracing herself. “Our baby isn’t doing well because I have a rare disorder—it’s not genetic.” She looked at her hands, her face a mask of grief as she said, “I’m sick, Ashton. You’ll be getting full custody.”

      One look at her complexion and Ashton didn’t have to ask why.

      

      
        
        ZOE

      

      

      

      Zoe ran toward her ringing cell phone. She stubbed her toe on a box full of books, and clutched it while hopping toward her bed, falling onto the mattress as she grabbed for her phone before it went to voice mail.

      It was Ashton. At long last. He’d sent a text on Saturday night saying he wouldn’t be back until Sunday.

      It was Sunday night.

      “Are you home? How did it go?”

      There was silence on the other end of the line.

      “Ash?” Zoe had ordered pizza as per their Sunday night pizza-and-movie tradition, and since she hadn’t heard from him, she expected him to pop over at their usual time, which was in approximately ten minutes.

      “I’m sorry, I need to stay a little longer.”

      “In Charleston? Are things okay?”

      “Things are more complicated than I’d expected,” he said carefully, his voice strained.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m still figuring it out.”

      “Do you want to talk it through with someone?”

      “I’m tired.”

      They were silent for a moment.

      “I bumped into the Realtor at Sweet Caroline’s,” Zoe offered. “She says the town house’s price is likely to drop soon.”

      “I can’t afford a house right now.” Ashton’s tone was sharp.

      Zoe opened her mouth, but couldn’t think what to say, taken so off guard by his tone.

      Something was definitely wrong, and her inner fears were screaming that it was her. It was like she’d taken him scuba diving, but hadn’t allowed him enough time to regulate his air pressure before they rapidly descended into the watery depths. They’d gone too deep, too quickly, and he was struggling.

      “If things are moving too fast…”

      The doorbell rang and she went to answer it, Houdini hot on her tail.

      “Things are crazy here,” Ashton said, “and I’m tired and I need to get my head on straight. I didn’t mean to snap. I’ll talk to you in a day or two, all right?”

      “When will you be home?”

      “I don’t know. Just…carry on without me.” He ended the call.

      Carry on without him?

      Zoe was standing in the entry of her home, staring at her silent phone. What was happening?

      The Ashton she’d just talked to wasn’t the one she knew, and a part of her wanted to drive to the city, track him down and demand a proper answer. The wiser part of her told her to be patient and give him space.

      The doorbell rang again and she jumped.

      “Hey, Zoe.”

      “Hey.” She paid Trenton, the usual Sunday night deliveryman, for the pizza.

      “Ashton here?”

      She shook her head.

      “You break up?”

      She looked up from the warm box he’d transferred into her hands. The bottom was already damp from the pizza’s heat. “No, why?”

      The man shrugged. “He’s always here Sunday night.” He stepped off the porch. “Tell him I owe him five bucks—that trick on helping Tyson sound out words worked wonders.”

      “Okay. I’ll tell him.”

      She closed the door and shoved the pizza into the fridge without taking a slice.

      What was she going to do about Ashton? Before she launched into ways to meddle in his life, she reminded herself to chill out, relax, have some faith. Guys didn’t like to be pushed to talk about their feelings. Even if Ashton seemed to be different, at their root, men were men; if you pushed and pried they withdrew. And Ashton was doing that. He was shutting her out, which meant she had to tread carefully or she’d push him away even further—like she had with her ex-fiancé, who’d left her minutes after their rehearsal supper, thanks to her insistence that he resolve the stressful, ongoing fight between him and his younger brother. It had been creating tension during the party and she’d begged him to do something. He had. He’d dumped her.

      And her high school sweetheart? Well, when they’d started talking about their futures he’d begun to withdraw, finally snapping at her that he was too young to be pressured into marriage. He’d left town the next day.

      Ashton’s behavior was unexpected, and she longed to help shoulder whatever was burdening him. But she’d also learned the hard way that the only way to keep Ashton was to fight her instincts and butt out.

      

      
        
        ASHTON

      

      

      

      Ashton paced the small apartment in Charleston. He’d slept on Maliki’s couch for the past few days, and now he moved like a caged animal, eager to be set free. The room was cramped, the air conditioning barely strong enough to take the edge off the cloying city heat. It was too dark, too…too… He felt trapped.

      He longed for Indigo Bay. For his own apartment. For Zoe.

      The longer he was here, the less real their idealistic, easy relationship felt.

      He loved her. He knew that. He knew it was real.

      But it no longer seemed like it was even possible. Their relationship felt too simple in the face of everything he’d gone through here in the city over the past few days. And Zoe, the most patient woman he knew, was starting to lose it over the phone. Instead of encouraging him to talk—which he wasn’t quite ready to do, for fear of hurting her somehow with the mess of thoughts running through his head, or worse, have her convince him to give in to his secret wishes and to walk away from the baby and all it’s upcoming needs—she’d begun to go silent.

      Zoe. Silent.

      She wasn’t encouraging him to express his fleeting thoughts, wasn’t helping him find the right path, like she had over whether to pursue a master’s degree, or over which car to lease.

      She seemed almost indifferent. As though she’d put up a wall to keep him out.

      Their relationship wasn’t strong enough for this, and she didn’t deserve a mess, or a man who would be splitting his attention for the next year or even longer.

      Maliki came home from her waitressing job, entering the apartment with slow steps. He worried once again what impact her physical issues might be having on the baby. She needed to take time off, rest more, but she couldn’t afford to.

      To prevent her from overdoing it, Ashton had been encouraging her to put her feet up in the evenings while he did the shopping, cooking and cleaning. He feared he would soon resent spending his summer vacation helping Maliki, as he wished he was with Zoe, helping her, having a baby with her.

      “Hi,” Maliki said, dropping her purse on a chair at the kitchen table.

      “Are you thirsty? Can I get you some water?” Ashton offered.

      She looked lifeless, her skin drained of vitality. Since her pregnancy, she’d had to go off some of her illness-regulating medications, and the effect, compared to a few months ago, was astounding. Back then he hadn’t even been aware she had health issues.

      “I’ve been peeing every half hour. Everything I drink goes right through me.” She smiled, not put off by his nagging. “Thank you for doing laundry.” She rested a hand on a stack of fluffy towels, still warm from the dryer that was located a few floors above the apartment.

      “I wished you’d called me sooner so I could help out more.”

      “It wouldn’t change anything. I was doing fine until a few weeks ago.”

      Ashton chewed on his bottom lip, hands on his hips. He couldn’t imagine what would happen if he went back to Indigo Bay. The very idea felt like a death sentence to their unborn child.

      He shuddered at the thought. Maliki and the baby needed help. Unfortunately, neither he nor Maliki could afford to hire someone. It was fine now, as he had summer holidays, but in less than a month he’d be back at work and there’d be nobody to care for her. With them unwed, he couldn’t even take a paid leave to stay with her.

      “Did you add any names to the baby list?” she asked, sitting at the kitchen table. She glanced up at the notepaper stuck to the fridge. “I hope you didn’t cross off Sophie. I love that name.”

      “I didn’t even think about names today.” Whenever he tried, he simply wasn’t able to think, hope or dream about their unborn child. “I heard back from the insurance company.” He’d been hounding them for an answer for days.

      “What did they say?” she asked, hope lighting her expression.

      “They won’t cover you because of the preexisting medical condition, but they’ll cover most of the birth, since a C-section is for the baby’s well-being, and she’s my dependent. They’ll also cover 80 percent of her surgeries.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.” Maliki let out a long breath of relief.

      Ashton had to sit down and draw a deep breath. It felt awful to be talking about money and insurance coverage when two lives were hanging in the balance.

      Early in Maliki’s pregnancy she’d been presented with the choice of either terminating it and saving her own life by continuing her medications—which weren’t safe for the baby—or stopping them and continuing with her pregnancy. She’d chosen the baby’s life over her own, even knowing that nine months without medication made it unlikely she’d survive beyond the baby’s first year.

      The fact that she’d had to make that choice and had chosen their child left Ashton shaking with emotion. It was unfair. Unjust. And there was nothing he could do but be there for the two of them, try to keep things together, and give the baby and her mother the best possible chance.

      “Supper’s in the slow cooker,” he said, feeling the need for air, space, anything but be here where impending death and sadness lingered like an unwanted guest. “It’ll be ready at five thirty. I need to run out and pick up some lettuce.”

      “Thank you,” Maliki said, reaching over to rest a cool hand on his. “For everything.”

      “I’m sorry there isn’t more I can do.”

      “You’re a good man. You’ve already done so much for us.”

      He was unable to speak, stuck to the spot on the old, worn floor. He’d offered so little compared to her sacrifices. He couldn’t imagine making such an impossible choice like she had. She’d given up everything for their daughter, for him. She would barely get to know her own child, and surely wouldn’t be remembered.

      She’d given so much, and he was going to walk away with a precious, wonderful child.

      Maliki reached up to wipe the wetness from his cheeks with a sad smile. “It’s all going to work out as it’s supposed to.”

      He stood, a sudden strength of conviction running through him. “Marry me.”

      She gave a start. “What?” she asked softly.

      “It makes perfect sense.”

      “We don’t love each other.”

      “That doesn’t matter. I could take a paid leave to care for you. My medical plan would cover things neither of us can afford such as your obstetrician appointments. Now until you have the baby. And then medical needs afterward, too.” There would certainly be a lot of those for both the baby and Maliki, and financially it was more than he could bear.

      “That’s insurance fraud.”

      “We’re having a baby together, Maliki. Who’s going to question marriage?”

      Zoe would. Otherwise, nobody.

      “My conditions are pre-existing.”

      “I know, but being married will help with other things, too.” As her husband, he’d have more rights and be able to help more.

      Maliki inhaled sharply as she comprehended that he was referring to end-of-life scenarios where as her husband he could avoid legal battles and permissions to take care of things. She rested the tips of her fingers on the end of her nose as tears filled her eyes. She nodded.

      He swallowed hard, hating himself for bringing up her mortality—the one thing she must be trying to outrun.

      “Forget I said anything,” he said.

      “No.” She began crying. “You’re right. And I don’t want this baby to feel like I did, growing up. I want her to feel like she had a family, that she didn’t have one more mark against her because her mom and dad weren’t married and never lived together. I want her to think she was loved. That her life was normal and perfect before her mother…before I…”

      “She will be loved. Her life will be incredible.”

      Maliki sobbed, falling against his shoulder, wetting it with her tears.

      “Everything will go to you,” she said quickly. “There’ll be no dispute over custody. Nobody will fight you, and you can give her the life she deserves.” She grabbed his shirt, her expression pleading. “Please, Ashton. Promise me that.”

      “There won’t be a fight. I’m her father.”

      This was the right thing to do. The right thing to do for the mother of their child. The right thing for their daughter.

      “We can do this, Maliki. For our baby girl.”

      She leaned against him even harder. “Thank you.”

      “Consider it done.” And as Ashton helped her to bed so she could rest, he tried hard not to think of the woman he truly wanted, the one who had captured his heart back in Indigo Bay.

      

      
        
        ZOE

      

      

      

      Zoe hadn’t seen Ashton since last Friday night and had barely slept a wink since then.

      Something had changed. He’d called her from the city hours ago, asking to talk at long last, and she’d been pacing her small home as she waited into the late hours of the night for his arrival.

      When his car’s headlights finally appeared and he parked on the street, she went to the door, wondering where they would be next spring. Before talk of buying a house together, he’d promised to landscape her yard. The bushes around the place needed care and attention, and he’d planned a gazebo in the back so she could read in the shade on the weekends while sipping cold drinks.

      But that promise had fallen to the wayside, replaced by something even better. But as Ashton turned off his car, she shivered, knowing instinctively what was coming. Despite saying he wanted to talk, he’d withdrawn, holding back pieces of his life, no longer letting her in.

      He was going to ask for more space. He was going to break up with her.

      Ashton got out of his car, his movements so unlike those she recognized that for a moment she thought it was someone else. He looked as though the weight of the world was dragging him under, as though he was pulling a boat ashore, back bent, each step an effort as he came up the walkway.

      “Want to come in?” she asked.

      With one hand clutching the thin metal railing, he paused.

      “Ash?” she said, when he didn’t reply. Finally he looked up, his expression etched in pain.

      She flew down the steps, halting in front of him, stopping herself from reaching out when he shook his head.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Where have you been?” she asked. “Is everything okay? I’ve been so worried.” She backed up a step, then another one. “You look like you could use a seat. And maybe a stiff drink.”

      Maybe he wasn’t here to ask for space. Maybe something tragic had happened.

      He didn’t follow her, and she stood halfway up the porch steps, uncertain where to go, what to do, what to say.

      “I have to leave Indigo Bay.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      A cool breeze blew up the street from the ocean and she wrapped her arms around herself to ward off the chill.

      “I know this seems sudden,” he said, his voice hollow.

      “Will I see you on weekends? Holidays?”

      “I’m going to be busy with some things. I think it’s best we break up.”

      Zoe couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t make her body do anything.

      Was this what shock felt like? She’d known she was losing him, had known what was going to happen tonight, but somehow it still felt unexpected.

      She hadn’t pushed him, hadn’t forced him to open up. It made no sense. None at all.

      “Why?” The pain in her own voice made her sit heavily on the step.

      His expression was blank, weary.

      She struggled to make her mouth work, to ask what had happened in Charleston, what had changed everything so suddenly, so severely. He used to talk to her. They had something special. She couldn’t have imagined it all.

      “Ash? Please. Talk to me. I love you.”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry.” He was backing away, close to fleeing as she could sense he wanted, needed to. When he looked up, it was with such pain it choked her. “Zoe, I’m getting married.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/oramproductionslogotransparent.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/sweetforgiveness_1meg.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

JEAN ORAM





