
  
    [image: Hide My Heart]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Rachelle Ayala

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Veteran's Christmas

          
        
          
	          A Father for Christmas

          
        
          
	          A Pet for Christmas

          
        
          
	          A Wedding for Christmas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Chance for Love

          
        
          
	          Broken Build

          
        
          
	          Hidden Under Her Heart

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Darcy and Elizabeth Forever

          
        
          
	          A Gift Intended: A Pride and Prejudice Christmas Tale

          
        
          
	          Between Frost and Friendship: A Pride and Prejudice Christmas Tale

          
        
          
	          The Unromantic Mr. Darcy: A Pride and Prejudice Valentine Tale

          
        
          
	          Mr. Darcy’s Twin: A Pride and Prejudice Variation Romance

          
        
          
	          Forcing Mr. Darcy's Hand: A Pride and Prejudice Variation Romance

          
        
          
	          Catching Mr. Darcy: A Pride and Prejudice Summer Romance

          
        
          
	          Elizabeth Makes a Match: A Pride and Prejudice Matchmaking Romance

          
        
          
	          Deal With Mr. Darcy: A Pride and Prejudice Blackmail Romance

          
        
          
	          A Pemberley Christmas Carol: A Pride and Prejudice Variation Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Holiday Heartstrings

          
        
          
	          Christmas Stray: A Snowbound Second Chance

          
        
          
	          Second Chance Mistletoe: A Christmas Homecoming

          
        
          
	          Single Father's Christmas Elf: A Holiday Family Wish

          
        
          
	          Snowbound With Santa: Unwrapping Mr. Right

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Love and Trouble

          
        
          
	          Hide My Heart: Prodigal Daughter

          
        
          
	          Preying Heart: Under His Wings

          
        
          
	          Save Her Heart: Redeeming Love

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Love Charmed Romance

          
        
          
	          Black Tied: Sapphire

          
        
          
	          Red Hexed: Ruby

          
        
          
	          Blue Mooned: Diamond

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Fae Legacy

          
        
          
	          Lucky Like Love

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Write With AI

          
        
          
	          Write With AI: Guide for Fiction and Nonfiction Authors

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Romance In A Month: How To Write A Romance

          
        
          
	          Love Stories: Writing a Romance Novella

          
        
          
	          Michal's Window

          
        
          
	          Your Daily Bible Verse

          
        
          
	          Writing Asian Romance Characters

          
        
          
	          Dangerous Love: Writing Romantic Suspense

          
        
          
	          366 Ways to Know Your Character

          
        
          
	          AMORATA: The Love Songs of LYSIA of LAODICEA

          
        
          
	          Love by the Prompt: A Romance Writer’s Guide to AI Powered Writing

          
        
          
	          How I Wrote a Novel in 14 Days: Writing Fast By the Seat of My Pants Without an Outline

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Rachelle Ayala’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      Hide My Heart

      PRODIGAL DAUGHTER

      
        LOVE AND TROUBLE

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        RACHELLE AYALA

      

    

    
      HTTP://RACHELLEAYALA.NET

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Rachelle Ayala

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real events or real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      All trademarks belong to their respective holders and are used without permission under trademark fair use.

      Contact Rachelle at https://www.rachelleayala.net/contact-me

      Join Rachelle’s mailing list at https://www.rachelleayala.net/newsletter

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Description

          

        

      

    

    
      A single mother on the run. 

      Amber McKay ran away from home to find adventure. She found Hunter instead. Now Amber’s on the run again and this time she isn’t alone. 

      A bartender and innkeeper who’s never left home.

      Nate Riley has always had big dreams - leave home, marry, raise a family. Family responsibility stole those dreams. Will fate return them? 

      A backwoods killer on the loose.

      Nothing escapes Hunter Dixon. Especially his prize possession, Amber McKay. She is coming home no matter who has to die. 

      When Amber finds out this may be her grandmother’s last Christmas, she is determined to say goodbye to the woman who always loved her. But she’s hiding from Hunter, and she has a big secret—the baby he never wanted. She turns to the one person who has never let her down, her childhood crush, Nate.

      Nate agrees to help, but Hunter closes in. While Amber and Nate explore their budding romance, they must fight a crippling ice storm and a determined enemy to stay alive and protect her secret.
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        * * *

      

      The Love and Trouble series are clean but dark romantic suspense novels. Women in jeopardy, a protector hero, in a backwoods setting. And a villain who won’t give up until forced.

      Hide My Heart, Single mother Amber McKay must hide her baby from danger, and there’s only one man she trusts. Audiobook link.

      Preying Heart, He’s a reclusive survivalist. She’s on the run for her life. He takes her in on one condition: that she never leaves his property.

      Save Her Heart, A preacher marries a prostitute to save her from human traffickers—or so he tells himself.

      [Note: while these books are clean and never take the Lord’s name in vain, the villain may have some bad language.]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Hide My Heart

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “… a wicked edge-of-your-seat romantic suspense that will leave you holding tight to the ones you love.” – Amber

      

        

      
        “A real page-turner that you don’t can’t put down.” – Angelica

      

        

      
        “… kept me turning the pages; a great story of love and suspense.” – Audrey

      

        

      
        “… a gripping romantic suspense.” – Barb

      

        

      
        “I love a story that has God’s redeeming grace and the strength only He can give to get through horrible circumstances.” – Gina Johnson

      

        

      
        “Despair caused her to leave, desperation brought her back.  Forgiveness will keep her.” – Janine Waters

      

        

      
        “Awesome story of how something so wrong can turn into something so right.” – Mari

      

        

      
        “An amazing story of suspense, love, and resilience.” – Tiffany Kennedy

      

        

      
        “Sometimes the greatest adventure is right in your own back yard and the greatest love you can find is the friend you always had.” – Sherelle Ellis

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome

          

        

      

    

    
      I invite you to explore my world romances, from dangerous suspense to sweet family drama, featuring hot, steamy flirts, brainy, strong heroines, and hunky men with big, gigantic hearts and melty, warm hugs.

      For book descriptions, go to the Reading List with Heat Levels section or check out my Reader’s Guide at:

      http://rachelleayala.net/books/

      Note: As of 2024, most of my books have audiobooks, either human-narrated or using AI voices. My goal with audiobooks is to provide accessibility and low prices with AI voices.
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        * * *

      

      Look at my current list of free books at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/free-books

      [Includes audiobooks. List subject to change].

      If you’re a writer or want to learn how to write romances, please see my list of writing books.

      https://rachelleayala.net/writingbooks
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        * * *

      

      For updates and two more free books, sign up for my newsletter at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/newsletter

      To chat and read new works in progress, join my Reader’s Club at:

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/ClubRachelleAyala/

      Check out my new pen name for humor and fun:

      https://clarechu.com

      The first book, “Why Your Cat Is Plotting to Kill You: A Paranoid Pet Owner’s Manual” is FREE

      And if HORROR is your thing, check out my Cozy Horror Novellas:

      https://rachelleayala.net/bella-vex

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thanks for coming into my story world and letting me take you on an unforgettable excursion. Turn the page to begin.

      Bon voyage!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Amber McCallister. Thanks for your unwavering loyalty and love for my characters.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Amber

          

        

      

    

    
      I wish I could shut the voices.

      I wish he’d leave me alone.

      But I must keep running. Never stop running.

      It’s not just me anymore.

      A truck door slams and I jump. Grabbing my suitcase, I peek through the curtains, and my heart slides to the ground.

      It’s Hunter.

      “Amber! Time to go.”

      What do I do now? I can’t go anywhere. Can’t hide. It’s his house, and he’s coming to get me. To make me.

      The key slides through the lock. He stomps his boots, once, twice to remove the crushed ice.

      “What’s that for?” He slips an annoyed glance at my bulging suitcase. Without waiting for an answer, he yanks my arm. “The appointment is at ten.”

      “I’m not going.” I wince at his fingers digging in. For sure, I’ll have a bruise from his iron grip. “Take me to the bus stop.”

      “No can do.” He twists my suitcase from me and shoves me out the door. “You’re going to get this taken care of, and you’re going to do exactly what I say.”

      He dumps my suitcase in the snowdrift.

      “Hey, I need my stuff.”

      “Not for the clinic you don’t.” Marching at the pace of death, he strong-arms me to his pickup truck.

      “What if I don’t want to?” I jut my lip, knowing I’m pushing him, asking for it.

      He slams me against the truck bed and raises his fist.

      Stupid me. I blink and cringe, and that’s when he smiles. He knows I’m scared, knows I’m helpless, and it makes him gloat.

      “You have no one but me.”

      My breath steams in the chilly winter air. “I’m leaving you.”

      He snickers and cracks open the door to the cab. “Get in.”

      When I don’t move, he picks me up and throws me onto the seat. A jolt of pain stabs and tightens my abdomen. I hold my breath, refusing to give him any satisfaction.

      His nostrils flare, and a vein pulses in his temple. “You have nowhere to go, and you know it.”

      Of course, he’s right. I have no friends, no money, no job skills. I was homeschooled and don’t know how to work a computer or those fancy little telephones with the screen, but I’m far from helpless. Maybe someone at the clinic can help. Maybe they can look up stuff on their little phones or they have a computer. I must remain calm. I swallow the nausea creeping up my throat and rest my head against the cool window glass as the discomfort in my womb subsides.

      Hunter starts up the truck and backs it down the snowy driveway. “There’s no reason to leave after we take care of your little problem.”

      “My problem?” As if he didn’t have anything to do with me getting pregnant.

      “Look, don’t make me the bad guy here. Not many guys pay for the abortion, and thanks to you running away from home, you don’t have health insurance.”

      I fight the tears welling. He’d been the one to take me on this great adventure. He made me believe he’d take care of me. If he cared about me, he’d want our baby, wouldn’t he?

      “I want to go home.” I lift my chin stubbornly, knowing that home was the last place I could go in my condition.

      Hunter knows it, too. He tosses his head back laughing, “The preacher’s daughter coming home knocked up.”

      Chills whip through me. I squeeze my eyes shut and shudder. He’s right. I can’t go back. I didn’t obey my parents, and I’ve shamed them.

      They never let me have a normal childhood. They kept me shut in, kept me away from everyone who’d be a bad influence. Which was everyone I could have been friends with. Is it any wonder I hightailed it out of there when I turned eighteen?

      And now, I’m in trouble. And I can’t go back.

      Hunter swings the pickup, fishtailing out of a turn onto a slushy highway. He reaches for my hand and squeezes it, always too hard. I try not to cringe.

      No fear. No fear. I whisper under my breath.

      “Babe, you’ll feel one hundred percent better after it’s over. It won’t hurt a bit, and afterward we can celebrate. I’ll take you to that pizza joint you always want to try.”

      “Celebrate? The death of our baby?” The words bubble from my throat before I can take them back.

      He guns the engine to pass a tractor trailer, then sweeps his hand over his mop of red-brown hair. Eyes blazing, he says, “Stop getting so dramatic about this. We agreed to get rid of it.”

      Sure. He agreed and dared me to disagree. Same with everything else. That I move into his cabin, stinking with the pelts of foxes, beavers, and muskrats he traps for a living. That I stay home without a TV, without a telephone, and our nearest neighbor is miles away.

      Stupid. You have no job skills. You don’t even know how to work a computer. You were supposed to be a preacher’s wife. Play the piano and pray.

      He has me trapped. Just like my parents had. The irony almost makes me laugh. I do laugh. I slam my head back and hit the sliding window behind the bench seat and laugh. When Hunter swept me off with him last summer, I thought I was getting away from home. Seeing the world for the first time. On a grand adventure driving across the country.

      “What’s so funny?” He swerves around a lump of frozen deer body parts on the highway. “Look, we’ve been over this a million times. I still want you. I’m just not ready to be a father. I can barely feed you.”

      My stomach growls in agreement. I hadn’t had anything to eat or drink because of my appointment. A curl of nausea reminds me why. I cup my hand over my mouth and swallow the bile, noticing the lump in my throat for the first time. “Can’t we get help? Welfare?”

      “No. I’m a man and I take care of my own.” He jogs my arm. “Look, I still want you. Care about you. Let’s get it over with.”

      As if that’s any consolation. He wants me, but he doesn’t want my baby. Our baby. What kind of man is that?

      Miles later, Hunter pulls the pickup into the driveway of a concrete building. Snow swirls around, dusting the windshield as soon as the wipers stop. Everything is a shade of gray, even the crusted snow.

      Before he can get out of the truck, I swing open the door and make a run for it. The streets are bereft of bystanders, and a few cars slog through the snowy street.

      “Hey, where are you going?” Hunter yells and comes after me.

      I approach a man with a woman walking bent over and wrapped in a thick blanket. She staggers as I step in front of her.

      “Can you help me? I need to use your phone.” I make my appeal as sweetly as possible.

      The woman’s mouth drops open, and she swallows like she’s about to throw up. The male glares at me as if I’m about to mug them.

      They avert their eyes and turn back the way they came. That’s when I notice letters missing on the double glass doors proclaiming it a Women’s Health Clinic.

      Hunter snags my arm and throws me against the concrete wall. “What the hell you think you’re doing?”

      “I, uh, nothing.”

      He clamps my neck with one hand, and his pupils narrow into pinpoints. “You get rid of the baby, or I’ll hunt you down and get rid of it myself.”

      He’s cutting off my air supply. I grasp at his hand with my fingers, struggling to breathe. I can’t do anything but nod.

      He lets up the pressure and smiles again. That wide wolfish smile like he knows I’m toast. I have no choice. After Hunter opens the door, a gust of wind pushes me into the clinic along with a flurry of snow.

      Without letting me dust myself off, Hunter trudges to the receptionist with me in tow.

      I keep my eyes to the splotchy red and brown patterned floor as Hunter signs me in. The waiting room is half full of people, but I don’t stare. Shadows huddle on the chairs, flipping through magazines or facing the flat screen TV tuned to a talk show.

      “Amber McKay,” a nurse calls all too soon.

      This is it. I don’t look at Hunter. I don’t look back.

      I go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Nate

          

        

      

    

    
      Divine, Idaho. Population 818. Founded 1880. A single street town with a church on one end, a saloon and motel at the other, and the police and city hall smack dab in the middle.

      I’m Nate Riley. I was born here. I wanted to leave, but I’ll likely die here.

      I wipe the frost off the window of my family’s tavern. It’s still early but not too early for Pastor McKay and his picketers.

      One sign reads, The wages of sin is death.

      Another one proclaims, Wine is a mocker, strong drink is raging.

      But the third one has my goat up. It says, Rileys, scourge of Divine. Go back to the devil.

      “They never give up,” my mother says, stepping behind me. “A whole long line of McKays preaching against the Rileys.”

      That would be me, the last of the Rileys. I run my hand down the lacquered knotty pine wall panels and straighten the dartboard. Riley’s Tavern was reopened after prohibition ended in 1933 to the chagrin of the Preachers McKays who tried their darndest to make Divine a dry town like the historic Colorado town of Greeley, where most of the McKays hailed from. Heck even Greeley was forced to open up to liquor concerns in the 1970s. But here was old Preacher McKay and his troops trying to turn back the clocks in Divine, the teetotaler’s last stand.

      “It’s freezing out there.” I flip the switch for the ‘Open’ sign and unlock the door. “Maybe I should invite them in for a hot apple toddy.”

      “Good luck.” My mother wipes her hands on her apron. “I ran into Mrs. McKay at the grocery store. Seems she has a new grandson, a strapping baby boy. Future preacher, she says. He cries so loud their ears ring.”

      Sweat dampens my neck whenever my mother goes on and on about the McKays and their fertility. I get it. I really do. Ever since Dad died, leaving the motel and bar, she’s been bugging me to produce an heir. No need to rub it in. I’m the only remaining son of the only remaining son. We Rileys are just as fertile as the McKays, only trouble is we can’t seem to stay alive as long as they.

      Maybe there’s truth in Preacher McKay’s jibe about the righteous prospering and the wicked perishing.

      The door opens, blowing in a draft of freezing air. It’s late November and bone-cold out there. You have to wonder about the sanity of those fire-breathing church members.

      Our two resident yokels, Phil and Devin, step in, shaking off the snow and rubbing their hands. I greet them and they amble toward the bar.

      “There ought to be a law against them crazy fundies,” Devin, the former high school quarterback, says. “Why doesn’t he go help the poor or something?”

      “It’s no wonder his precious daughter ran away as soon as she turned eighteen.” Phil, who owns the Harley shop, props himself on a barstool and cracks a peanut shell between his fingers.

      I pull the tap for a draught of Guinness, tilting a pint beer glass for a good aromatic head. I remember Amber McKay only too well. She was the only girl in that family of preacher boys.

      Whereas the boys went out every Saturday morning door-knocking to win souls for Christ, Amber was relegated to selling the family’s apples at the Farmer’s Market. That’s where I got to know her despite her family’s attempts at isolating her from evil influences.

      You’d think they would have watched her more carefully, but her grandmother let her wander around the booths, and since our family had a drink stand selling apple cider and healthy drink concoctions—no alcohol at the Farmer’s Market—I was their best customer, dumping their fresh apples straight into the juicer.

      “Anyone ever hear from her?” Phil slams his beer glass on the varnished countertop, indicating he wants a refill.

      I shrug as I pull the tap. “Mom’s gossip network came up empty. Even her parents don’t know where she is.”

      “Hope she ain’t dead.” Devin tilts his head back and finishes his beer. “Or maybe she’s walking the streets in Vegas.”

      “Payback for the preacher.” Phil cracks his knuckles. “He’s out there protesting a little beer and his daughter’s playing the whore.”

      Steam fills my sinuses as I lean over the bar. I want to shove my fist up their noses. “Don’t you ever come in here and talk about Amber that way. She’s probably found a job and is going to college.”

      “Someone’s got it bad.” Devin tosses a peanut into his mouth. “If you’re so keen on her, why’d you let her run away?”

      “This town isn’t for her. Too small and cramped. She had big dreams. College, travel, see the world.” I wipe a glass ring from the counter. “Anything else to drink?”

      “Nate?” My mother taps my shoulder. “You’ve a phone call on the office line. She says it’s important.”

      “Who?”

      “Amber.”

      I rush to the office and shut the door. Why is Amber calling me? Or is this another prank call? Half the town thinks it’s hilarious that a Riley would crush on a McKay. They egged me on, as if I’d be the one to ruin the precious purity of the preacher’s daughter. They took bets on whether I’d get her drunk, take her virginity, or knock her up.

      But I never had the guts to touch a hair on her head. She was too good for me. An angel from heaven. She never looked down her nose at me. She never tried to convert me, never offered to pray for my soul. Instead, she told me her dreams.

      I pick up the phone receiver, my hand shaking. Why would she be calling me? Had she good news? A success story to brag about?

      “Hello, this is Nate.”

      There’s no sound over the line.

      “Amber?” I add. “Can you hear me? It’s Nate.”

      I can make out people talking in the background, but the line clicks before the drone of the dial tone moans.

      “Mom?” I catch her on the way to the bar. “How did you know it was Amber?”

      “You mean it wasn’t?” Her eyebrows crease with confusion. “It was a collect call and she said she was Amber. Is there some kind of trouble?”

      “I don’t know. She hung up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Nate

          

        

      

    

    
      The next summer.

      

      One look and I know he’s trouble. We don’t get many strangers in Divine, Idaho. We’re not off an interstate, no national park in the vicinity, and we’re surrounded by state land used for cattle grazing.

      The bar is mostly empty on this hot summer afternoon. A few old-timers hang at the pool table. No women unless you count eighty-year-old Sally who takes her daily nap over a draught of Guinness. Devin and Phil are out tooling around on their motorcycles, and the mid-summer heat is too much for Pastor McKay and his protestors who are nowhere in sight.

      The mountain man swaggers toward me and props himself on a barstool. He’s a large man wearing a checkered shirt with dirt under his fingernails. Ever since mining went bust and the sawmill shut, Divine’s main business is catering to campers and hunters who pick up supplies before heading into the mountains and forests surrounding the area.

      “What’dya have?” I wipe down the bar top and make eye contact.

      “Shot of Jack Daniels,” the stranger says.

      “Headed to the mountains?”

      “Eventually.” He rolls up his sleeves. His forearms are muscular and scarred.

      “You a hunter or a fisherman?” I hand him a shot glass.

      “Trapper.” He downs the shot in a single swallow and wipes his lips. “Thinking of settling down here. Know any good churches?”

      My breath expels and I almost cough. “Churches? You’re asking me?”

      “Yeah, I figure a bartender knows everything around town.”

      Something about his elongated smile has me uneasy, especially since he still hasn’t removed the sunglasses he’s wearing in the dark bar.

      “Reckon you should drive up the road and ask. There’s only one church in this town.”

      “Nah, I’d rather ask the competition. Heard there’s a feud between your families.”

      I settle back into bartender mode, telling only enough to keep the guy talking, especially since I can’t see his eyes.

      “Not much going on these days. I run the tavern and places of ill repute, and James McKay and his boys run the church.”

      “Heard there’s a daughter.”

      The hairs rise on the back of my neck. No one’s heard from Amber, and the rumors get more gruesome as time goes by.

      “You know her?” I go for casual.

      “Nah.” He crunches on a pretzel. “Heard talk, that’s all. What have you heard?”

      “Nothing. She up and left town. Don’t blame her. This isn’t exactly New York or Los Angeles. Not much happening here.”

      “Nope, guess not.” He pulls out a few bills from his pocket and slaps them on the table. “Guess I’ll mosey on over to the church. Good day.”

      I wonder what kind of trouble Amber’s got into to have a secret agent kind of guy looking for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            Amber

          

        

      

    

    
      The next December.

      

      The tired bus rolls to a stop with a puff of its brakes. Divine, Idaho. Population 818, plus me and Beck equals 820. My eyes shift back and forth to the single pool of light at the end of the stop. No one is waiting. Not that I should worry. This is the last place anyone would expect me to return to. Not when I couldn’t wait to hitchhike out on my eighteenth birthday.

      My son, Beck, sleeps comfortably, nestled on my chest. He’s three months old and still small enough for the sling carrier. I shove the letter from my grandmother into my pocket and disembark from the bus, dragging my giant backpack. No one else is getting off here.

      “Need any help?” the driver asks with a yawn.

      “Nope, got it. Thanks.” I keep my face down and averted from him. Thankfully, Beck is quiet, although his eyeballs roll under his eyelids, and his mouth makes a sucking motion. Almost time for a feeding.

      The sidewalk is covered with packed snow, and the temperature is low enough to numb my face. I wave off the lone cab and pull the fur-lined hood on my jacket over my face. There’s only one person I need to find, and I pray to God he’s in town. It would have been nice to take a cab, but I can’t afford to have the driver, Mr. Carson, know I’m here with a baby. He’s a deacon at my dad’s church, and his wife’s a big gossip and is too sanctimonious for her long, flowing skirt.

      The air has a pine forest scent, and it’s cold, bitterly so—something I’m not used to after hanging out in California the past year. The main street of Divine is just as I remember. Christmas lights dot the homes, and the few businesses are outfitted with frosted windows, wreathes, and garlands.

      Only this holiday is not going to be happy. Through a miracle of coincidences, my grandmother tracked me down in Berkeley, California. I was living at a homeless women’s shelter and working part time at a coffee shop when my cousin Stacy walked in.
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