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      The snow glistened in the sun and crunched under Cruz Hunter’s boots as he walked toward the building that would soon be his.

      “It’s perfect, yo.” He turned to Jake, his younger brother. “Wait until you see it up close.” This road had yet to be treated, so they had to park and walk a block.

      Jake tightened his scarf. “Almost looks like a church.”

      “It was—a long time ago. Then it was a restaurant before being abandoned.”

      “It’s going to take some work.” Jake squinted.

      “Not too much, dude.” Nothing was going to crush Cruz’s enthusiasm today. The old, brown building with peeling paint and weather-worn wood paneling was going to be his—just as soon as he signed the papers. “Mostly just the outside. It’s gonna be perfect for my tattoo parlor.”

      “Well, you know I’ll help as much as I can.” Jake didn’t sound convinced.

      “Don’t judge it ‘til you see the inside.” Cruz pulled up a leather sleeve and scratched his newest tattoo, the feet of a dragon which was part of a much larger work going up most of his arm.

      “I won’t,” Jake promised.

      Cruz’s pulse raced with each step as they neared the building. There wasn’t a person alive who could convince him it wasn’t the most beautiful building in existence. He’d wanted to open his tat shop for as long as he could remember, and with Kittle Falls being such a small town, it had taken a lot of work to convince the town council to even consider giving him permission to open a shop. They finally conceded when he found a property at the edge of town where no tourist would ever accidentally stumble upon it.

      “It looks pretty cool,” Jake said. “How are we going to see inside?”

      “Windows, man. Ever heard of ‘em?” Cruz laughed and gave his brother a playful shove.

      “You mean those fancy glass things some buildings have?” Jake joked.

      They finally reached the property line. Cruz took a deep breath, taking in the sight. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

      “Um…”

      Cruz stared at the solid structure. “You see hard work and a building as aged as old man Kittle himself—”

      “Who’s long been dead,” Jake added.

      “But I see opportunity. A dream fulfilled.” Cruz stared at the building a moment longer. “You ready to see her up close?”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      Cruz took a step forward, but froze when the front door opened.

      “Ghosts?” Jake asked.

      Cruz held his breath, not sure of the answer. “Maybe it’s our lucky day,” Cruz said. “If the door’s unlocked, I can give you the grand tour.”

      A slim, middle-aged man wearing black slacks and matching shiny shoes stepped out onto the porch. He appeared to be speaking to someone inside. A beautiful blonde about Cruz’s age, wearing a blue dress under a long, thick winter coat stepped out.

      Jake turned to Cruz and arched an eyebrow. Cruz shook his head.

      “What’s going on?” Jake whispered.

      “I ain’t got nothin’.” Cruz took a deep breath of the chilled early-December air.

      “Building inspectors?” Jake asked.

      “Maybe.” Cruz frowned, watching the duo. They acted like they owned the place.

      Finally, the guy closed the door and locked it, stuffing the key into his jacket pocket.

      Cruz exchanged a worried glance with his brother as irritation set in. Something wasn’t right. He stepped forward, meeting the two of them at the bottom step.

      “Greetings,” said the man. He smiled warmly at Cruz.

      Cruz didn’t respond.

      “Are you a neighbor?” asked the girl.

      “You could say that,” Cruz said. “Who are you?”

      The man smiled and held out his hand. “My name’s Pastor Allen Tisdale, and this is my daughter, Talia.”

      She smiled sweetly and extended her hand, also.

      Cruz flicked his head in acknowledgment, but ignored their extended hands. “What are you doing here?”

      Jake stepped forward, taking Allen’s hand. “Excuse my brother. I’m Jake Hunter, and he’s Cruz. You must be new to Kittle Falls. Welcome.”

      "Thank you," Allen said. "Talia and I have bought this building. I understand it was a restaurant for a decade or so, but we’re going to restore it to a church."

      Cruz stared at him, unable to find words. That was probably a good thing, considering the words he would have chosen.

      “You bought it?” Jake said, stepping closer to Cruz. Jake undoubtedly expected Cruz’s notorious temper to flare any moment.

      “Yes, and we couldn’t be more thrilled.” Allen smiled kindly. “We’ve both had a challenging time with my wife’s recent passing, and this project is just what we need. That and a fresh, new start.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your wife,” Jake said, inching closer to Cruz. Soon, he’d be standing in front of him.

      “You actually bought it?” Cruz asked. “Or you’re looking into buying it?”

      Allen pulled out the keys. “We just picked these up from our realtor.”

      “Laura Hoffman?” Cruz asked, clenching his fists.

      “Yes. You know her?” asked Allen.

      Cruz’s nostrils flared. “She’s the only one in town. And a backstabber, too.”

      Talia stepped closer to her dad, tilting her head. Her gaze lingered on Cruz. “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” Jake said. Then he turned and whispered to Cruz, “We’ll find you a better building. I’ll help.”

      Cruz wanted to break something. Not only had Laura lied to him, so had the entire city council. After everything he’d gone through to get the approval—had it just been a farce? To shut him up? Kittle Falls was his town, too. He had every right to open a business anywhere he wanted. And he’d even been willing to go to the outskirts of town to keep the old fuddy-duddies happy.

      “Is your brother okay?” Allen asked Jake.

      “We thought he was going to buy the building,” Jake said.

      Cruz spun around and marched down the road, not trusting his mouth. He knew it wasn’t Allen or Talia’s fault, and he didn’t want to take his rage out on them. He’d never been so angry in all his life, and now understood the expression ‘seeing red.’ That was exactly how he felt—his anger had overtaken every sense. It was all he could see, smell, feel, hear, and taste.

      Cruz stormed toward his brother's car, only vaguely aware of his brother speaking to the Tisdales. He wished he had his motorcycle, but he'd left it at Jake's place knowing these back roads would be icy and dangerous. Now all he wanted to do was ride over to the city council and give them a piece of his mind.

      Or had it been the realtor acting alone?

      More than likely, they had decided this together. Everyone knew Cruz was going to buy the old church building. Why hadn’t Laura given him a heads up?

      Cruz glanced back, seeing his brother still speaking with Allen and Talia. He pulled out his smart phone and found Laura’s number. It went to voice mail.

      “Avoiding my calls, I see. Why didn’t you tell me the pastor was looking at—no, purchasing—the building? Did you think I couldn’t handle it? Because I could. What I can’t deal with is being lied to. Just be straight with me, that’s all I ask.” He hung up before he said something he’d regret. The last thing he needed was to say something inflammatory while being recorded.

      He climbed into Jake’s car and slammed the door. His brother was still over there, chumming it up with the people who had crushed his dreams. Not that anyone would be able to keep Cruz Hunter down for long. He would find another building if he couldn’t find a way to get the church building—and he knew that was a long shot, considering Laura had managed to find a pastor to purchase and restore it. The city council had to love that.

      Did he have any of their numbers? He scrolled through the long list of contacts, but didn’t see any. He’d mostly dealt with them in person and over email. Email. That was it. He went over to his email app and found the last discussion with them.

      He wrote out the angriest, most vehement letter he could. It was ugly enough to make a grown man cry and a foul-mouthed sailor blush.

      The driver’s side door opened and Jake sat, closing his door. “I know you’re upset, but that was kind of rude.”

      “I don’t care.” He deleted the email for the same reasons he’d kept his voicemail to Laura short.

      “They’re both really nice, and they didn’t even know anyone else was looking at the building.”

      Cruz glared at his brother. “I can’t deal with niceties now. I’ve never been so furious in my entire life, and that’s saying something. Walking away was the best I could do.”

      Jake nodded. “I get it, but it’s not their fault. I’ll help you find someplace else, okay?”

      “That was the only place! It took me this long to get the city to agree to the church, and then they turned on me.”

      “I know it’s hard to see now, but you can’t really blame them for giving it to a minister who wants to restore the building rather than someone who wants to turn into a tattoo shop.”

      “I’m not an idiot, Jake. I get it. But I still have every right to punch something. Like Laura’s windshield.”

      “Want me to take you to the club? They have a punching bag in the weight room.”

      Cruz narrowed his eyes. “Just take me back to your place, yo. I need to go for a long ride on my bike. Gotta clear my head before I do anything else.”

      “Swear your fist won’t meet anyone’s skin?” Jake asked.

      Cruz glared at him.

      “Just checking.” He turned the key in the ignition. “We’ll figure something out. If you want me to talk with the council, I will.”

      “You have enough on your plate.”

      “Hey, anything you need—I’ll help. I hope you know that.”

      “Don’t get mushy on me,” growled Cruz.

      Jake pulled onto the main road, which had been sanded and cleared of snow. “I’m serious. You’re more than a brother—you’re my best friend.”

      “Should we pull over and sing ‘Kumbaya?’”

      Jake snorted. “Never change, Cruz.” He turned up the radio. A popular song from their teen years played. “Remember when we used to sing this together?”

      “Yep.” And that was the last thing Cruz wanted to think about. He, Jake, and their younger sister, Sophia, would dance around the house belting out the words. Sophia would usually use a hairbrush or flatiron as a microphone, but the two brothers would use anything. It had almost been a contest to see who could find the craziest object.

      “Sophia actually sang it better than this girl,” Jake said.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “How come you don’t ever want to talk about Sophia?” Jake asked.

      “You’re going to bring that up now?” Cruz fumed. “I’m already holding back from destroying something. I don’t want it to be your face.”

      “Have you even visited her grave?”

      “It’s not the time! Shut it.”

      Jake turned off the music and they rode the rest of the short drive in silence.

      Why would his brother bring up Sophia now? Was this Jake’s idea of good timing?

      They pulled into Jake’s driveway. Cruz got out and slammed the door before Jake had even come to a complete stop. He headed for his bike and pulled his helmet onto his head harder than necessary.

      The front door opened and Tiffany stepped onto the porch, waving. Her belly stuck out from the coat she obviously couldn’t zip up. “I made fresh cookies. Want to come in, Cruz?”

      He took a deep breath. “Can’t. Sorry, Tiff. Next time?”

      It was time to clear his head, and he certainly couldn’t vent his anger in front of his expecting sister-in-law. She was already having a rough pregnancy and was supposed to avoid stress. He threw himself onto his motorcycle, started it, and waved before driving away.
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      Talia Tisdale shook her head as the two brothers drove away.  “Can you believe him? Storming off like that.”

      Her dad patted her back. “I wouldn’t be happy about being lied to, either. Also, a hope deferred makes the heart sick.”

      “True.” That reminded Talia of her own recent disappointments. “I can’t believe the realtor did that to him. She seemed so nice.”

      “I don’t understand it myself.”

      “Maybe we can do something nice for him. I don’t know what, but something to cheer him up.”

      He shivered. “I like the way you think, but let’s get in the car first. I don’t know how you can wear a dress today.”

      “All my warm stuff is still in boxes. I didn’t expect snow in California.”

      “I tried to tell you when we were packing that the northern part of the state is chilly in the wintertime. And the locals keep saying this is going to be an especially harsh winter.”

      They got into the car and he started it. “Do you want to eat at home or stop in somewhere?”

      “I’m too way too tired to cook tonight.”

      “Me, too. I saw a deli not far away. Does that sound good?”

      “Sure.”

      They drove just a few minutes before her dad pulled into a parking spot.

      “I don’t think I’m going to get used to everything being within a ten-minute drive from any given point,” Talia said.

      “It’s quaint, and I think we’ll adjust soon enough.”

      Talia already missed their old suburb, which felt like a big city compared to this place. She missed her friends, but most of all, she missed her mom. She sighed.

      Her dad put his hand on top of hers. “This isn’t easy on either of us, but we’ll make the best of it. What do you think Mom would do?”

      Hot tears blurred her vision. “Nothing. She can’t do anything.”

      “But if she were here—”

      “She’s not.” Talia tried to blink the tears away, but they spilled onto her cheeks.

      He squeezed her hand. “And that’s something we need to come to terms with, honey. It isn’t going to do us any good to hold onto resentments. All that will do is eat us up.”

      “I know, but I hate this,” Talia said, her voice wavering. “Mom being gone, and especially the way she died. She didn’t deserve that.”

      “Honey, losing your mother has been the hardest thing I’ve ever gone through. We’ve had plenty of hard times, but it was always together. It kills me to not only lose her, but also to not have her here helping me through this. She was my rock.”

      A lump formed in Talia’s throat. She tried to speak, but no words came.

      He leaned over the shifting column and wrapped her in a hug. “We’ll get through this together. You and me.”

      Talia nodded, trying to hold it together. “Is it going to get any easier?”

      “I’m sure it will. It has to.”

      “How do you know?” she asked.

      “Because everything else I’ve experienced has shown me that. Mom and I went through heartbreaking pain when we had all those fertility problems. We dreamed of a home teaming with kids, and as much as we loved you, it nearly crushed us coming to terms with having such a small family.”

      Talia glanced up at him in surprise. “I never knew that.”

      “But we pulled together and whenever we looked at you, we knew we were blessed. We focused on what we did have rather than what we didn’t. Otherwise, the situation would have torn us apart. If we hadn’t supported one another… I don’t know how we would have gotten through.”

      Talia studied his face, noticing the lines around his eyes and mouth had grown deeper. She put her hand on his shoulder. “You know what we need?”

      “What, hon?”

      “One of those daddy-daughter dates we used to go on. Grab some ice cream and tell each other jokes.”

      He smiled and the lines decreased. “I’d like that. After dinner?”

      “Forget dinner. Ice cream first. Let’s celebrate you finally moving up from assistant to head pastor. You’ve wanted this your whole life, and before long, that little church won’t hold all the people clamoring to hear you preach.”

      “You’re right. It’s a skipping-dinner-and-going-straight-to-dessert kind of night. I saw the perfect little place a few blocks back.” He pulled out into the road and maneuvered a U-turn.

      “Is that legal here?” Talia glanced around nervously.

      “What are they going to do? Arrest the pastor?” he joked.

      Talia laughed. It was nice to see him joking around again.

      They went down a few blocks and parked in front of an ice cream parlor. But no one was eating ice cream. Those seated were all eating warm desserts, like pies and cobblers.

      “Would you rather have an apple crisp?” asked her dad.

      Talia shook her head. “Ice cream. We’re celebrating.”

      While they stood in line, Talia tried to remember her favorite jokes. It had been a long time, and felt like even longer since her mom’s passing, but she and her dad needed to laugh. And he was right. Her mom would want them happy, or at least trying. It was time to find a new normal, and stop resenting what had happened. If her dad was willing, then so was she.

      They found a table. He dug into his hot fudge sundae and she into her banana split—with plenty of sprinkles, just like old times.

      “So, Dad,” Talia said, trying to keep from smiling.

      He arched a brow. “Yes?”

      “Did you hear about those two girls out in the woods?”

      “Nearby?”

      “Yeah, didn’t you know they have woods on the other side of town?” Talia asked. “Anyway, they came to some tracks and started arguing about what kind they were. The first one said they were deer tracks, but the other girl swore they were moose tracks.”

      “What were they?”

      Talia shrugged. “No one will ever know. They were still arguing when a train hit them.”

      He burst out laughing. “You got me, and I know that one.”

      She twirled a strand of her natural blonde hair around a finger. “Well, I left out the color of their hair on purpose. It’s irrelevant, anyway.”

      “I’ve always said blondes are smarter. Whoever started those jokes must have been a brunette.”

      “You have dark hair.”

      “I never claimed to be a genius.” He shrugged, his eyes sparkling.

      “So, do you have any old jokes? I’ll even take a new one.”

      He looked up, appearing deep in thought. “It’s been so long since we’ve told jokes. I think that part of my mind is a bit rusty.”

      “Pastor Allen?” came a male voice from behind Talia.

      She turned around to Jake, one of the brothers from earlier. He stood with a pretty brunette with bright eyes. She was obviously expecting.

      “Jake,” her dad said. “Nice to see you again.”

      “You, too. Allen, this is my wife, Tiffany. Tiff, this is the pastor I was telling you about, Allen, and his daughter, Talia.”

      Tiffany smiled widely and held out her hand. “It’s so nice to meet both of you.”

      They exchanged greetings and then Jake and Tiffany went to get ice cream.

      “I guess it’s true what they say about ice cream and pregnancy,” Talia said, smiling.

      Allen nodded. “It was with your mom. Anything dairy, really. Do you mind if I ask them to join us? Or would that ruin our date?”

      “Sure. They seem nice.”

      When Jake and Tiffany walked by with their cones, her dad stopped them. “Would you two like to sit with us?”

      Tiffany smiled, and she exchanged a glance with her husband. “We’d love to.” She sat next to Talia and Jake next to Talia’s dad.

      “How long have you two lived here?” her dad asked.

      “I’ve been here my whole life,” Jake said.

      “And it’s been about a year and a half for me,” Tiffany said. “It was just supposed to be a quick stop into town, but then I met Jake.” They exchanged a lovey-dovey look. “The rest, as they say, is history.”

      “How do you like the town?” Talia asked her, curious to hear from another move-in.

      “There are a lot of great people here. It’s everything you would think of a small, touristy beach town.”

      Her dad smiled. “Seems like a nice place to raise a family.”

      Tiffany beamed. “So much better than Seattle. Not that it’s a bad city. I just never wanted to raise kids there.”

      “We’re from Issaquah,” Talia said. “Practically neighbors.”

      Tiffany smiled. “That’s a nice little town.”

      “Not so little anymore,” her dad said.

      “Not so nice, either,” Talia muttered.

      Her dad raised an eyebrow. “We had a bad experience. The town itself is just fine.”

      “Kittle Falls isn’t without its own problems, either,” Jake said. “So, how soon do you plan on opening the church?”

      “We’d like to have our first service by Christmastime,” her dad said.

      Jake’s eyes widened. “Really? That soon?”

      “Dad’s always been a big dreamer,” Talia said. They would be lucky to have the building ready by Easter given the shape it was in.

      “There really isn’t that much to do,” he said. “Yes, it was turned into a restaurant, but there wasn’t any significant remodeling done. The stage remains at the front of the sanctuary. It looks like they used it for live entertainment, and none of the tables or chairs were nailed to the floor. Even the old pews are downstairs in a room we can use for receptions. We just have to move everything around and clean it up.”

      Tiffany’s eyes lit up. “Maybe I can help.”

      Jake wrinkled his brow. “You’re supposed to rest, sweetie.”

      She sighed. “I’m going stir-crazy at home. I’m not saying I’d move pews up the stairs, but I could polish them or something.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know, Tiff.”

      She begged Talia for help with her eyes.

      “We’d love that,” Talia said. And a new friend in the new town would be even better. “We could find some light cleaning if you really want to help out.”

      Her dad cleared his throat. “Maybe Tiffany should check with her doctor first.”

      Tiffany frowned.

      “I know!” Talia exclaimed. “I could bring over a meal sometime when Jake’s working. We could play a card game or something. Get your mind off having to rest.”

      Tiffany’s eyes widened. “Really? I’d love that. Most any day at lunch would be great.”

      “How about tomorrow?”

      “Perfect.”

      “It’s a date, then. What do you like to eat?”

      Talia noticed Jake and her dad exchanging smiles as she and Tiffany discussed the details.
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      Cruz turned onto the main drive back into town. He did feel somewhat better after the long ride, but not a lot. Nothing had changed. Laura and the council had still lied to him, and now he was back to square one. The plan had been to double the building as a parlor and his home.

      He’d even worked with Lana, his future sister-in-law, who was an architect. The upper level, where the restaurant had been, was supposed to be the room where they etched the tattoos and then the downstairs was going to be turned into his living quarters. So much for that.

      He pulled into his parents’ driveway. The automatic light came on, lighting up the entire front yard. This was going to be home for longer than he’d hoped. He’d really been looking forward to getting out on his own, and out of the room he’d grown up in. Now he’d be forced to either keep staring at the band posters on the walls or take them down and decorate the room more to his current tastes. But that would be admitting defeat.

      Cruz cut the engine and sat on the bike, contemplating his options. Maybe it was time to fire Laura, the only realtor in town, and call his cousin from Oregon. Sullivan and Cruz had already looked around at houses before he decided to do a two-in-one. He’d gone back and forth several times before deciding.

      Sullivan might even be willing to work for tattoos. He already had a sun-shaped one on his chest, swearing it was for good luck. Cruz thought it was just so his clients wouldn’t see it.

      Or maybe Cruz would be better off calling Sullivan’s brother, Logan. He was an attorney, and had helped out a couple of Cruz’s brothers here in Kittle Falls. Logan could help him fight the city council. It was discrimination, pure and simple. They were afraid a tattoo parlor would draw in seedy characters, but they had their heads too far up themselves to realize that respectable people had tattoos, also.

      Cruz’s dad came out of the garage. “I thought I heard you pull in. Did you get the papers signed?”

      “No.” Cruz frowned.

      “Uh oh. What happened?”

      “Nothin’ I want to talk about.”

      “Well, Mom made her famous peach cobbler. We thought you’d be celebrating.”

      Cruz swung his leg around and got off the bike. He took off his helmet and set it on the seat. “Yeah. Me, too.”

      “Have some cobbler, anyway. It’ll make you feel better.”

      Yeah, right. “Thanks, Dad.” Cruz ran his fingers over his light beard, the bristles poking his skin.

      His dad gave him a sympathetic glance before heading back into the garage. Cruz appreciated that his dad knew better than to try to get Cruz to talk when he didn’t want to. His mom, on the other hand, would try to drag it out of him… using the mouth-watering cobbler as her weapon of choice.

      He went up the walkway, trying to keep the snow from crunching underfoot. He peered in the kitchen window, not seeing his mom. Maybe she was watching TV, and he could sneak in unnoticed.

      Cruz reached for the knob and turned it, holding his breath—as if that would help it to not squeak. He stopped mid-turn and let go. With his high stress levels, what he needed was something more than a cobbler. He patted his left jacket pocket, feeling the little box inside. Relaxation washed through him just thinking about it.

      He went to the end of the driveway and headed down the street until he came to the empty neighborhood park. An overhead light turned on, flickering above him. He went over to a tree and leaned against it, lighting a cigarette.

      Cruz was supposed to be quitting, but after a day like this, who could blame him? He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes, allowing the tranquility to sweep through him. He opened his eyes, flicked some ashes to the ground, and took another puff, holding it in. He released slowly. Flakes started to fall, and they seemed to dance in under the light.

      As he watched them, he continued with the cigarette, contemplating his options. As good as being pissed off felt, it didn’t accomplish anything. He could be as furious as he wanted, but that didn’t change the fact that he didn’t have a new home or business.

      He finished the cancer stick—as his mom called them—and dropped it to the ground. It hissed as it landed on the snow. Cruz twisted his foot, mashing the cigarette with his boot. He turned around and punched the tree, digging the rugged edges of the bark into his knuckles.

      Not his smartest move of the week. He shook his fist and then rubbed it, swearing under his breath. Blood trickled from his middle finger, and the two surrounding ones were already bruising.

      The perfect end to a crappy day.

      Cruz put his bloody knuckle in his mouth to clean it up. It would have to do for now.

      His phone alerted him of a new text. He pulled out his phone and saw it was from his dad.

      Where’d you go? I told Mom you were home, but we can’t find you.

      Sry. Needed air. Back soon.

      The cobbler’s in the oven, warming.

      Thx.

      Cruz stuffed the phone back into his pocket, sighing. He appreciated his parents—no one had ever supported him more—but it would be easier to be grateful from another house.

      By the time he got home, the kitchen was crowded. His parents sat at the table with Zachary, Jake, and Tiffany.

      “Did I miss the weekly family dinner?” Cruz asked, knowing he hadn’t. If he had, Rafael and Brayden would be there with their fiancées, too.

      “Nope,” said his mom. “Come over and have a seat. We’ve been waiting for you to have the cobbler.”

      “Let me get my coat and boots off.” He waved to Jake and Tiffany, feeling a little guilty about storming out of their driveway like he had.

      His mom jumped up from her chair. “I’ll get the dessert ready. Do you want ice cream with yours?”

      Cruz’s stomach rumbled. He’d missed dinner, riding longer than planned. He nodded.

      He went down the long hallway and into the room that had been his since the day his parents brought him home from the hospital. The only time it hadn’t been was when he’d lived in LA, going to college and then working full time in someone else’s tattoo place. He’d sworn to himself that he’d have his own business, and he fully intended to—here in Kittle Falls, no matter how much opposition he received.

      Cruz slid off his jacket, flung it on his chair, and then kicked off his boots. He sniffed, smelling the cigarette smoke. Quickly, he changed his clothes and sprayed on some cologne. Not that it was any secret he still smoked, but he knew how his family felt about it. He really wasn’t in the mood for a lecture.

      He sat down on his twin bed while he slid on fresh socks. It struck Cruz that he hadn’t made his bed that morning, but yet it was freshly made. His mom wasn’t one to clean the rooms of her grown children. That could only mean one thing…

      Cruz pulled back the covers. Star Wars sheets. Of course. He and Zachary had been playing pranks like that on each other ever since Cruz tricked Zachary into wearing a too-tight Superman shirt from high school. Cruz chuckled, remembering the sight. Now it was his turn once again to get his older brother back with something from their childhood. He’d have to think of something later.

      He went into the bathroom and brushed his teeth, hoping that final touch would keep the smell away from his family. He shouldn’t smell strongly, anyway. He’d only had that one.

      In the kitchen, everyone was already eating the cobbler, and the smell of peaches hit him as he sat down at the one empty spot that had a plate with the dessert. Everyone was laughing and joking, and luckily, hardly seemed to notice his arrival. Usually, he’d jump right in and get the others roaring with laughter, but it just wasn’t in him tonight.

      His mind kept wandering back to his tattoo parlor—or lack thereof. He’d stopped looking at other options because he’d been convinced that the old church building had been his. Why hadn’t his realtor even bothered to give him a heads up? There had been no mention of anyone else being interested in it. It had been empty for as long as Cruz could remember, and now all of a sudden when he wanted it, someone had bought it?

      Cruz frowned as he stuffed the last bite of ice cream into his mouth. It was too convenient to be a coincidence. Someone—from the city council, more than likely—had gone out of their way to find the Tisdales. That was the only answer that made any sense, because who was going to fuss over a pastor purchasing an old church building?

      Cruz Hunter, that’s who.

      He put his fork down and slid his hand under the table, rubbing the bruised areas. They were tender, but what didn’t kill you made you stronger. Was that how he was supposed to look at the building situation? Maybe he’d be able to if he found someplace else.

      Jake stood. “We should get going. This is our second dessert tonight, and Tiffany needs her rest. Sorry again about the building, Cruz.”

      Their mom hurried over to help Tiffany up.

      “’Bye, guys,” Cruz said. “See you tomorrow, Jake.”

      “Bright and early.”

      Cruz groaned. The sooner he could open his tat business, the sooner he could drop the early mornings working at his brother’s shop. It had been his parents’ before they retired and sold it to Jake, the only Hunter brother interested in it.

      “Oh,” Tiffany said, her eyes widening like she remembered something important. She glanced at Cruz. “We ran into Allen and Talia. They want to invite you for dinner.”

      “Who?” asked Cruz.

      “The pastor and his daughter.”

      “They want me to come over? To their place?”

      She nodded. “They’re really nice. We ran into them at the ice cream shop.”

      “Thanks for letting me know.” Now I know to make an extra effort to avoid them.

      Tiffany handed him a folded up paper. “Here’s his number.”

      While they left, he and Zachary gathered the dishes and stuck them in the dishwasher.

      “Thanks for the cobbler, Mom,” Cruz said as he left the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry that—”

      “Don’t be. I’ll figure something out. You know me. Goodnight.” Cruz hurried back to his room. He kicked back on his bed, looking around the bedroom that was a mixture of young Cruz and the current one. He sighed. How much longer would he be staying there? It was supposed to be temporary, but kept turning into something more permanent.

      Someone knocked on his door. He didn’t respond.

      “You in there?” called Zachary.

      “Yep.”

      The door opened and Zachary came in. “Are you okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Zachary pulled out the chair from Cruz’s desk, moving it closer to the bed, and sat. “You’re not yourself tonight.”

      “Who else would I be?”

      “Come on. You know what I mean. It’s not like you to be quiet while everyone’s laughing and having fun.”

      Cruz put his hands behind his head. “I didn’t have nothing funny to say.”

      Zachary frowned. “That’s what worries me.” He sniffed. “Are you smoking again?”

      Cruz held out his hands. “Nope.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “Dude, I don’t owe you an explanation.”

      “I know, but I’m worried about you.”

      Cruz groaned. Zachary wasn’t going to give up. “I just need to process everything and figure out what to do.”

      Zachary nodded, seeming to understand. “Want me to help you find a new place?”

      Cruz shook his head. “You’re busy enough.”

      “Yeah, but you’re family. I’d drop anything to help you out—any of us would.”

      Cruz sighed. “I know. But I gotta do this on my own.”

      “Two heads are better than one.”

      “Don’t you have a novel to write?”

      Zachary laughed. “Yeah. If you want to talk, you know where to find me.”

      “I don’t, but thanks.”

      “Hey, I know how it feels. And we’re both creatives—if anyone two people can figure this out, it’s us.”

      “I’ll let you know if I need help, yo.”

      Zachary put the chair back and opened the door.

      “Thanks, Superman,” Cruz said.

      Laughing, Zachary turned around. “Saw the sheets?”

      “You know it.”

      Smiling, his brother left. Cruz pulled out his phone and scrolled through his songs until he found some indie rock music. He put it next to his pillow and closed his eyes. It was way too early to sleep, but he didn’t want to be awake.

      He listened to a few songs, and just as a new one was about to start, an idea struck him.

      If the Tisdales wanted him to go over for dinner, he would—to talk them out of buying the building.
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