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          BETHANY

        

      

    

    
      “This place needs to burn to the ground.”

      My barista, Anthony, shoved a coffee mug into the sink as he stomped away. Milk splattered the floor at his feet as he tore around the cabinet, heading for the door. The bitter scent of burnt coffee lingered in the air.

      Halfway into the Frolicking Moose Coffee Shop, I stopped. “What happened?”

      A car pulled up at the drive-through window, the driver peering into the mayhem I’d just walked into myself. I set aside my purse, taking in spilled chai powder, a broken mug on the floor, cream on the counter, and a few hastily tossed dollar bills next to the register, which lay open—bills spewing from the wrong slots.

      Anthony held up his hands. “I’m done. This place is a freaking disaster. Not even an MIT genius could work here.” He started to back away. “The espresso machine stopped working, and the register won’t shut. Again. I burned a batch of coffee while following the ridiculous directions you gave me, and three people have been waiting for ten minutes out there. Five have already driven off. Oh, and the steamer probe is busted.”

      I used my hip to push the cash drawer closed, but it kicked back out. The lights weren’t registering. The words espresso machine sent a prickling sensation down my back. “Did you grind the beans?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “Did you put ground espresso beans in the machine, Anthony?” I whispered.

      “Yes!”

      Half-hysterical, I hurtled to the machine. “We covered that yesterday! There’s already a grinder. Now all the espresso drinks will have grinds in them. We’ll have to rinse the whole thing out.”

      “Whatever. I’m done. You don’t even have to pay me, Bethany.” He walked backward now, steps away from disappearing forever. “I’m out.”

      “Wait!” I called. “Please, not today. Give me just one hou⁠—”

      The front door slammed shut.

      Panic pulsed through me. Why did he have to do this today? Today, when I had the biggest meeting of my life!

      I quelled the fluttery sensation in my stomach, squared my shoulders, and let out a breath. I’d get through this and still attend my meeting with Dad’s old chum. My absolutely life-altering appointment.

      Good thing I’d worn my favorite lipstick today. There’s no power like a woman with the right shade, even at eight o’clock in the morning.

      “All right,” I said, keeping my voice modulated. “It’s okay. I can still meet with Dave and get the funding I need to start the⁠—”

      A bang on the window brought me out of my spiraling anxiety.

      “What’s going on in there!” A scowling, white-haired man shielded his eyes from the sun. He squinted from beneath bushy eyebrows. “Where’s my coffee?”

      Customers.

      Right.

      I could do this. Moderating disasters was my jam. Thanks to Mama, I’d been doing it my whole life. Tearing an apron off a hook, I slipped it over my pantsuit and bustled over to the window in knock-off  Louboutin high heels. The bells on the door jangled, admitting someone I barely saw out of the corner of my eye. I called out, “Just a minute!” over my shoulder.

      “Hi there.” I turned back to the drive-through and pasted on a bright smile. “Just a quick shift change. Sorry about that. What did you order?”

      “A cappuccino.”

      My gaze returned to the inert machine. I paused, then held up a finger. “Ah . . . those aren’t available right now. The machine is . . . prepped for the cleaners.”

      He scowled. “Fine. Black coffee.”

      “I can do that! The last batch of coffee burned, but I’m putting a new pot on. Would you mind waiting?”

      The old man flipped me the bird and punched the gas. His tires squealed away. Stunned, I blinked, then let out a long breath. One down. Three cars waited behind him.

      The first driver pulled up with an angry glare, and I clenched my teeth. Fantastic. Mrs. Jones, the wrathful old lady that the whole mountain town of Pineville feared.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Jones,” I said with a forced smile.

      “My coffee ready yet?”

      “Brewing now!”

      Her nostrils flared. “I’ve been in line for fifteen minutes.”

      “I understand, and I apologize. I⁠—”

      “I didn’t give my order to you.”

      “No, Anthony⁠—”

      “Did he quit? Is your business falling apart? You’ll never be your father, you know. You’re doomed to fail.”

      My jaw tightened until I thought my teeth might break. Heart pounding, I let out a long breath. “The coffee will be another eight minutes.”

      Ten, actually, but let her wait.

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ll make it myself. It would probably be faster to harvest my own beans.”

      With that, her ancient Cadillac window eased upward, then her car inched forward. I threw myself back into the shop, dumped the coffee out, and frantically poured water for a new pot. A movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention as I reached for the last of the ground coffee beans.

      A tall, broad-shouldered man stood at the counter. Sooty hair, caramel eyes, a dark shadow of stubble on his face. He wore a white T-shirt and a pair of jeans. Underneath the thin white material, I could just make out a hint of tattoos on his left shoulder. The ink trailed to his elbow.

      I swallowed hard, taken aback, and forced myself to look at the coffee maker. The last thing I needed was a large, Viking distraction.

      “Just a second,” I croaked.

      He kept his eyes on the chalkboard overhead, which I doubted Anthony had updated with the flavor of the day.

      Please don’t ask for amaretto, I thought. Please don’t ask for⁠—

      “Do you have amaretto?” he asked.

      With a grimace, I said, “No, that was from yesterday, and we ran out. I believe today is . . . peppermint?”

      “Is that a question?”

      “Everything is a question today,” I said with a sigh, then headed back to the window, my heels clicking against the floor. “Hold that thought, please.”

      I arrived at the window just as another car drove through without stopping, the driver’s lips pressed into a thin line. Relief slid over me like cool water when a familiar SUV pulled up. Jada, a middle-aged woman I thought of more like a mother than a friend, peered out at me.

      “Rough day?” she asked, lips parted in a dazzling smile. The woman always had perfect teeth set in her dark brown complexion. She’d lived in Thailand for six months doing humanitarian work as a doctor, and she’d still came back with her grin sparkling. She toyed with the end of a long, thick braid that rested on her shoulder.

      I slumped against the window. “Anthony just quit, and everything is broken, including myself. In good news, I dreamed about Jason Momoa last night.”

      She grinned. “That’ll offset any bad day. I’ll take my usual scone, then. Who needs coffee?”

      My nose wrinkled. “No one. Gross. I can’t believe my dad made a living selling it. Scone is free of charge.” I grabbed one from a nearby shelf and shoved it at her without a bag. Then I flipped a light switch on the wall that turned off the OPEN sign out front.

      “I’m late to see my patients,” she said with a wink as she threw a twenty into the shop. “Talk to you later.”

      No other car came up behind her, so I spun around with a deep, bolstering breath. Time to tackle Mr. Viking, get him something, and send him on his way so I could officially close and take stock of this madness. This utter, chaotic disaster was drowning me in stress and debt, preventing all my professional advancement into the beautiful world of real estate.

      Thanks, Dad.

      Setting aside that unfortunate thought, I stepped up behind the open register. “What can I get you?”

      His gaze dropped from the board, meeting mine. My breath caught, but I fought through it, forcing myself to maintain eye contact. His eyes were liquid gold. I’d never seen such a color before.

      “Macchiato.”

      “We are fresh out of that.”

      “Caffe latte?”

      My voice quieted to a squeak. “That too.”

      A flicker of amusement passed over his face as he reached into a back pocket. “How about you tell me what you do have?”

      “Scones,” I said, “and bottled water. Until I can figure out the mess that my now-former employee left behind, that’s about as much as you’ll get. Eventually, I’ll have coffee again for you, but it may take . . . fifteen minutes at this rate.”

      “Breakfast of champions.” He tossed some cash onto the counter. “Scones and water sound great.”

      I slid it back. He had to be kidding. The scones could double as hockey pucks, but I’d take whatever mercy he offered.

      “On the house.”

      He left the money on the counter as he turned to sit down. My fingers itched to take it, but pride forced me to leave it there. The last thing I needed to be doing was turning away money.

      But still . . .

      My eyes darted to a clock that featured a prominent salmon Dad had bought while fishing in Alaska. Then I sighed. Nope. Already missed the scholarship meeting with Dave.

      Slumping, I leaned against the counter.

      Dang.

      “Do you have internet?” the Viking asked. His voice rumbled low and deep, like a roll of thunder sliding across a mountain meadow. Despite my desire to get rid of him, I wanted to wrap myself in it.

      “Yes. The password is on the board. Do you want the scone warmed?”

      “Sure. Thanks.”

      He settled onto a table with his back to the door, leaving his chiseled face in full view. I fought off a swear word and left the cash sitting there. I really didn’t want him to stay. Could I force a customer out?

      No.

      Dad would turn over in his grave, then reach out and slap me.

      With a sigh, I grabbed a new water bottle from the mini fridge beneath the counter, warmed a chocolate chip scone on a plate, set the cash next to it, and delivered them to him without looking at his golden eyes.

      He was already tapping away at his computer when he said, “Thanks.”

      When I turned to go, my eyes snagged a flash of something near the floor. Loose pants. Thin, specialty shoe. Odd kink in the material. I knew those signs very well.

      Prosthetic leg.

      Interesting.

      Grateful to return behind the counter, I made sure the OPEN sign was still off, braced myself for whatever I would find, and set to work. At least Anthony walking out meant I wouldn’t have to pay wages, though shutting down in the middle of rush hour meant I’d lose half of my usual sales for the day. Maybe they’d balance out.

      Trying not to total up the lost money of all those cars sailing by, I started mopping up spilled milk on the floor so I could clean up glass shards from the broken cup. I lost myself in the task.

      I will not cry.

      Not again. There had been enough crying in the last eight months to satisfy a lifetime. Still, my mind wandered back to Dave. To the pitch I had planned for the last two months.

      A deep throat clearing caught my attention. I gazed up to see the Viking at the counter again. His broad shoulders blocked out the rising sun behind him, casting him in silhouette.

      “The internet is turned off.”

      “What?”

      His lips tightened, but I couldn’t tell if it was amusement or annoyance now.

      “Sorry.” I straightened. “Sorry. That wasn’t about you or . . . I mean . . . give me a second.”

      Muttering under my breath again, I stood up, hands milky, and slipped into my closet of an office just down a short hall. Sure enough, the blinking lights were dead.

      Wait.

      Register wouldn’t shut.

      Wi-Fi off.

      “Ha!” I called. “Got you now, sucker.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry! Not you. Not . . . that was . . . excuse me just a moment. Need to flip a breaker.”

      Properly horrified now, I slipped out of my office and down the hall, toward a set of spiral stairs that led to the attic where I lived. My feet were already starting to ache in these shoes. I kicked them off into my attic bedroom and started back up the steps to the very top.

      Five minutes later, I crawled out from an access to the electrical panel, dust clinging to my recently dry-cleaned outfit, and returned to the annoying beep of the register.

      “Should be up in a moment,” I called and ducked back into my office. With my forehead pressed to the wall, I let out a deep breath, and muttered, “One problem down, 4,153 to go.”

      I reached for my lipstick.

      Just another day in the life of the owner of an almost-decrepit coffee shop in the middle of the mountains.

      One that had just missed her golden opportunity to pursue her ideal life.
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          MAVERICK

        

      

    

    
      This girl had no idea.

      First, those pants—whatever they were— fit her a little too well.

      Second, this place needed a reboot. Or death by accidental fire.

      Third, no coffee in a coffee shop? She had to be kidding.

      The place smelled like thirty pots of the darkest brew had been burned. That only made everything worse, including the musty smell of old guy. So many fish knickknacks littered this place that I expected her to offer me halibut as an option.

      In fact, the majority of the decor here seemed to be dusty fish memorabilia and curling pictures of locals holding dead animals. What appeared to be an original hardwood floor hid beneath a layer of age, and it seemed as if every table needed a book to stabilize it.

      This place couldn’t be more perfect.

      Despite the situation and a grumpy lady at the drive-through, the barista held herself together pretty well. I pegged her for the owner, though I couldn’t imagine why she was dressed so smartly. A missed meeting, perhaps.

      Once the Wi-Fi was restored, the crackling energy of desperation calmed. She returned wearing a pair of yoga pants, sandals, and a T-shirt that said Coach Me with a purse beneath it. She avoided eye contact, which was fine.

      Carefully, as I sipped water, I tried to assess exactly what was going on. Small-town mom-and-pop shops like this fit the same pattern time after time. Inherited businesses, usually. This girl—Bethany, if that apron was right—was likely the owner-operator. Out to prove herself in the big bad entrepreneurial world with a quaint place she probably wanted to make into a bed-and-breakfast.

      Which was way more work than she likely anticipated.

      Judging by the aesthetic, her father, uncle, or grandfather had gifted it to her, or owned it first. A picture on the wall of a fiftysomething man in jeans, a ragged shirt, and the exact same baseball cap she was wearing now showed an uncanny resemblance. He held a fish on the porch of this shop. Probably the first day it opened. Maybe he caught that fish in the reservoir behind here.

      That meant she was probably in debt from a mortgage on the place. If there was better cash flow, the decorations wouldn’t suck so much, which meant she probably had little money coming in. In fact, I doubted she’d even thought of the decorations, which meant she was desperate.

      Behind the register was a half-opened door, spilling light into a back room. Limited storage space meant their inventory moved quickly. She likely ran across the street to the grocery store for supplies often enough.

      Chalkboard menu.

      Smudged pastry display case.

      A cash register from the eighties. Old enough to certainly be a pain.

      The place looked more like an old antique store than a coffee shop. The only thing it had going for it was a chair in the back corner and an impressive assortment of coffee mugs on the wall.

      A thrill zipped through me. I couldn’t have planned this better if I’d researched for months.

      She deftly avoided meeting my eyes, aided by the bill of the hat she wore to keep her black hair out of her face. She puttered around behind the counter, attempting to right whatever mayhem the guy that had stalked out of here had left behind. Every now and then her gaze flickered my way and she paused, but I always acted engrossed in my screen.

      It wasn’t a total lie, but I also didn’t hate watching her work. Most people underestimated how much actions revealed personality. Her disorganization spoke worlds.

      She had no idea what she was doing here.

      I typed away, relieved to finally have access to the outside world again. A week getting started with renovations of Grandpa’s cabin, while hiding from Mallory and her team, had been enough to make my skin crawl. Getting my hands dirty again felt good, but nothing felt better than Wi-Fi.

      One thousand unread emails populated on my screen. Not my problem right now. Might be later, of course. But for now, I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath, and let the feeling of freedom crawl through me. I navigated away from the inbox.

      A text dinged on my phone just as a chat box popped up on the screen from a sales manager in Florida. Questions, questions, questions. They likely didn’t get my memo. Sorry, I replied. I’m on sabbatical for eight weeks. Direct all sales questions to José Martinez.

      Thirty other unread text messages awaited me as well. I ignored all of them. An email at the top of my inbox grabbed my eye. The subject said: You’re going down, Mav.

      Right below was another email from Mallory that said: Burn in Dante’s fiery inferno.

      With a grin, I clicked it.

      

      Mav,

      

      Leave like this again, pig-face, and I will fire you instead of asking you to be my Chief Revenue Officer.

      Only because you’re my brother-in-law, have a mind like a whiz, and can guarantee my sales force won’t fail am I allowing this little escapade to . . . wherever you are. Figure your life out, then come back to your promotion and the luxury of a higher pay grade.

      I’ll give you the company Bentley, but only if you haggle me for it.

      And I plan on telling your mother what you’ve done, you hog. You’ll burn if you don’t come back.

      

      —Mallory

      

      All my considerable control was the only thing that kept me from laughing.

      Swine references aside, Mallory usually had a great deal of tact. Things must have been sufficiently bad after my unexpected leave of absence from her multimillion-dollar company. The need to take eight weeks off to disappear into family history and uncover some skeletons—mostly my own—surprised even me. Skeletons named I’m tired of corporate culture and you can’t pay me enough to be your CRO.

      Thanks to the Frolicking Moose Coffee Shop, I might never have to go back to corporate. Of course, I could just leave. Say sayonara and figure it out. But that felt worse. If I didn’t take her offer, I’d need to move to something else. Something better.

      With a gem like the Frolicking Moose, and its regrettably attractive owner, Operation Maverick on the Loose had just commenced.

      Still, I owed Mallory a response. With a roll of my neck, I typed my reply.

      
        
        Hey Mal,

      

        

      
        Sorry, can’t hear you from over here. The connection is bad, and you’re cutting out. Send my regards to Baxter, and tell Mom to save me some bacon.

      

        

      
        Mav

      

      

      Mallory could stew on that. My brother Baxter could deal with the fallout of his rage-filled CEO wife. In the meantime, I had planning to do.

      Not only did I have emails to actively ignore, a house to tear apart from the inside out, and beautiful mountain vistas to stare at, but now there was a certain coffee shop owner to research, smooth over, and sweet-talk into changing her own life.

      All while she changed mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          BETHANY

        

      

    

    
      The sun was fading behind the mountains when I trudged upstairs. A watery palette rippled on the reservoir. The Frolicking Moose might be a collapsing shack, but it had killer views of the lake.

      I collapsed onto my bed.

      My eyes slammed shut, bloodshot and aching. Everything smelled like coffee, and I hated coffee. For several moments, I lay there, breathing in and out. Scenes from the day passed through my mind like ticker tape. Dad narrated in the background.

      That espresso machine is killer sometimes.

      Steamer is fickle.

      Who doesn’t love a good frappuccino on a hot day?

      “Me,” I whispered. “I don’t.”

      Bad day? Just think it out. Think it through.

      A smile twitched at the edges of my lips. Such a Dad thing to say. He said it about everything, whether I was stuck on homework, having a boy issue, or trying to figure out which college to attend.

      Think it out. Think it through.

      You could take the man out of the Army, but not the Army out of the man.

      When my eyes opened, they stared at a picture of Dad and Pappa on the front porch, coffee cups in hand. Pappa saluted me with his usual three-finger greeting as I took the picture. He died the next day, never waking from his usual afternoon nap. That was five years ago.

      Groggy with sleep, I pushed off the bed, kicked off my shoes, and stripped out of my clothes. I ditched them in a pile with the rest of the dirty clothes on the floor. A hot shower relaxed my tense muscles, allowing my thoughts to flow more freely.

      Following Dad’s advice, I thought it through.

      

      
        
          	
        No employee, which meant more twelve-hour days.
      

      	
        Shorter hours meant less money coming in.
      

      	
        Lunch break shopping.
      

      	
        The next credit card statement would be coming through again soon.
      

      	
        Not a single soul that I really spoke to today.
      

      

      

      

      Where had it all gone wrong?

      By the time I finished, my postage stamp-sized bathroom had turned to steam. I emerged into my sticky-warm bedroom. It was always hot above the coffee shop. With my wet towel, I yanked my hair into a turban so it could dry and tried not to think about the unnerving quiet.

      The sun sank beyond the distant mountains, coating the sky in burnt orange and carnation pink. I pulled the drapes, yanked on shorts and a tank top, and dragged a comb through my hair.

      Signs of a messy life littered the room. Before Dad died eight months ago, it would have been immaculate. Dad always did military corners on his bed as soon as he woke up. Now necklaces, dirty clothes, and old magazines cluttered the space.

      The one-room bedroom held what was left of my life. My brighter, happier, less lonely existence had been lost in the months since Dad’s untimely heart attack.

      To distract myself from my depressing thoughts, I looked outside. My heart did a double take. Was that . . .?

      Yes. Yes, it was.

      The Viking had just stepped out of the grocery store and was scanning from left to right. He wore a black T-shirt and work khakis now.

      Grateful for the anonymity of my upstairs window, I watched him cross the parking lot in the dusk. He was late twenties, possibly early thirties. Deep lines on his forehead meant he was a thinker, but he’d been easygoing despite my total mess this morning.

      I spent so long studying him, lost in my thoughts, that I didn’t realize he was staring right back at me. With a gasp, I jerked back and shoved the curtain closed. My heart slammed in my chest.

      When I peeked out again, he’d disappeared.

      Acting as if I didn’t see the stack of bills on my desk that had arrived that afternoon, I pushed past the mess, tumbled onto the bed with my hair still wet, and fell into a restless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The wooden door to the Frolicking Moose Coffee Shop groaned open the next morning. With a quick kick, I propped it open to let cool morning air circulate inside. The OPEN sign flickered to life when I hit the switch behind the counter.

      Still half-awake, I shuffled across the wooden floor that desperately needed a refinish and over to the drive-through window. A slight breeze whipped past me. The machines hummed a mellow greeting when I turned them on. After a thorough rinse that left espresso grounds bound into my skin, I’d been able to save the espresso machine from yet another espresso-doctor visit. Not to mention the two-hundred-dollar bill that would have choked off my food supply for the next four months.

      My laptop sat on a nearby table, but I ignored it. No, there wouldn’t be an email offer waiting for me. Namely, a scholarship to the online real-estate program I had been hoping to interview for yesterday. Getting my license would help me recover what dropping out of college had done to my life.

      Really, what had I been thinking? With the Frolicking Moose this hot of a mess, I wasn’t bound to recover from anything soon. And I wouldn’t give this place up.

      I yawned, heading for the bathroom and ignoring the voice of panic that constantly rang in my ears. Dishwasher to run. Inventory to tally. Cups to stock. I really should have prepped last night, but I’d been too tired.

      Halfway to the bathroom, a little scritch near the back door caught my attention. I paused, turned an ear toward it, and waited. A shuffling sound followed.

      Was that . . . a whisper?

      Quiet voices, if they were voices at all, came through the door. I reached into my office, grabbing a baseball bat I kept propped against the wall, and slipped toward the back. It was 4:45 a.m. Fifteen minutes before the rush of people commuting an hour to Jackson City. No one should be outside.

      I threw open the door.

      Two pairs of human eyes stared at me, startled.

      I jumped back, screamed, and lifted the bat. Two girls were huddled on the rickety porch, peering up at me in wide-eyed shock. I’d startled them, too. One of them grabbed the other, shoving her away to safety.

      “Don’t hurt us!”

      Eternities seemed to pass as the voice registered in my brain, then traveled to my heart and almost stopped it. It happened the very moment I recognized the two faces. Those eyes.

      Those emerald eyes.

      I sucked in a sharp breath, the bat clattering to the ground behind me.

      “Lizbeth?” I whispered. “Ellie?”

      “Please,” Lizbeth whispered, her coppery hair limp around a pale, thin face. “Please let us inside.”

      She was sixteen but looked closer to twelve right then. Her hair hadn’t been washed in what looked like weeks, and smudges gave her sallow skin a dirty tinge. Her shoulders trembled as she stood in front of her little sister—no, our little sister—Ellie.

      Ellie, with her raven-black hair, verdant eyes, and wiry frame, looked so much like me despite being only my half-sister. She would be eleven now, although she acted more like an adult.

      In a daze, I stumbled back.

      “Yes. Right. Of course. Come on.”

      Lizbeth whispered something to Ellie, who straightened. I’d never known Ellie to truly fear anything. Rage snapped like fire in her eyes, simmering into a slow-burning coal. Even when I’d seen her last at seven years old, on the second-worst day of my life, she hadn’t been scared. No, she’d been angry.

      Not much had changed.

      Lizbeth put an arm around Ellie’s shoulders and rushed past me into the shop. There wasn’t far to go. Right next to the back door were the spiral stairs. The hallway that led to my office emptied right into the main coffee shop. Lizbeth shuffled off to the side, eyes darting around. I shut the door firmly behind us. Not until I locked it did Lizbeth relax. Even then, she reminded me of a frightened rabbit poised to skitter off.

      “Can we talk?” she whispered.

      “Of course.”

      “I . . . I didn’t know if you’d . . .”

      Her uncertainty stung, but it wasn’t her fault. Lizbeth, Ellie, and I hadn’t seen each other in years. Not since Mama died. Even now seeing them brought flashes of Mama back, because Ellie looked just like her. The three of us hadn’t parted well after the service.

      A thousand questions welled up in my mind, but I bit them all back. A healing split on Ellie’s lower lip didn’t need explanation. Nor did the slight discoloration around Lizbeth’s left eye.

      Shoving aside my shock, I said, “Are you hungry? Let me close the shop and get you something to eat. Then you can tell me everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes—and half the dry pastries in my display case—later, their appetite had finally slowed.

      Ellie grimaced and held her stomach. Lizbeth hadn’t attacked the food with the same zest and seemed to be in less pain. She stared at me over the rim of her green tea. I picked a cheese stick apart without eating it, satisfied by the way it splintered into fragile strings.

      My gaze dropped to the bruise around her left eye. There were probably others. Mama had married Jim when I was seven, but Dad kept me away from him. Something undeniably ugly had always festered in his eyes.

      It had clearly broken free.

      “We’re a good fit, doll,” Mama had said after first introducing me to Jim. “You don’t need love if you can find a good fit.”

      The numbers told the real story. Lizbeth was born seven months after their suspiciously quick wedding. It had never been clear whether Mama loved Jim or a roof over her head more. He was sullen and quiet, like a storm cloud. Maybe Mama’s death four years ago had brought the hideous monster out.

      “Jim?” I asked quietly.

      A gentle breeze blew through the closed shop, stirring Lizbeth’s dirty copper hair. They smelled like forest and sweat and body odor. An angry scratch marred Ellie’s right cheek.

      Lizbeth hesitated.

      “What happened?”

      Lizbeth and Ellie exchanged a glance. As usual, I couldn’t read Ellie.

      “Dad got worse after she died,” Lizbeth said, her voice barely a whisper. “Not right away, but slowly. He just . . .”

      “Lost it?”

      Lizbeth nodded.

      A rush of regret slipped through me. I hadn’t been in contact much, but I hadn’t deserted them, either. Christmas presents. Birthday cards. Occasional phone calls. Lizbeth had my number, and we’d text sometimes. That had slowly faded over the last year. Most of our contact had been obligatory.

      “How often did he hit you?” I asked.

      Lizbeth chewed on her bottom lip with a shrug of one far-too-skinny shoulder.

      “Enough.”

      I slowly and carefully reached across the table. She let me touch her chin. I tilted her head back so I could see the bruise in the growing light of day.

      My heart cracked.

      “This has faded. It must have been worse.”

      She swallowed, the muscles in her throat working. Ellie sat next to her like a wooden statue, fixated on one point on the wall. I would have given the Frolicking Moose to know her thoughts right then.

      “I don’t have it that bad, to be honest,” Lizbeth rushed to say. “I could have handled it, but . . . it’s Ellie I was worried about.”

      Ellie’s jaw tightened. Her nostrils flared. She didn’t say a word.

      Jim had always been more distant from Ellie. He hardly spoke to Lizbeth, but Ellie frustrated him constantly. Mom had always defended her, which had only isolated Ellie further.

      “He was taking it out on you?” I asked Ellie. By some miracle, my voice remained controlled.

      Ellie didn’t answer, but her eyes met mine. The steel I saw there didn’t surprise me. I’d seen it in Mama before. After the divorce. Scrounging for a job. When Jim muttered something rude under his breath about her body as she walked by.

      Steel core.

      Tears welled up in Lizbeth’s eyes and rolled down her freckled cheek. “He was going to kill her, Bethie. He lost it one night. Just snapped. So we ran into the woods. He followed. So . . . we just kept going.”

      Her voice cracked. The sound of my childhood nickname carved a fissure deeper into my chest. Bethie. Just the way Mama used to say it.

      If possible, Ellie tensed even more.

      “He was so angry.” Lizbeth’s voice shook. “Throwing bottles. Screaming. I-I got her out of the barn, and we ran. We just ran. Ellie had ditched some clothes and shoes in a haystack a few weeks before, so we grabbed them and left. We never looked back.”

      “Why didn’t you call me?”

      “He hasn’t paid the phone bill in months.”

      Another twinge of guilt stabbed me. No wonder I hadn’t heard from her in a while. I had wondered. I just, stupidly, hadn’t pursued it. Hadn’t thought to, either, with the Frolicking Moose occupying all my time.

      I too easily recalled the way Jim would scowl at Mama when she got dressed up to go out country dancing with us.

      “He’s just jealous, Bethie,” Mama would say as she brushed more mascara on. “Thinks I’m going to take you girls dancing and come home pregnant with another man’s child, or something.”

      Lizbeth sank lower in the chair, frowning. “He’s not a bad guy. He’s just . . . he’s going through a lot.”

      Ellie tensed when a car drove by. When it didn’t stop, she relaxed.

      “Home is four hours from here,” I said, ignoring Lizbeth’s sharp tone. “That’s nearly two hundred miles. How did you get here?”

      “Ellie is really good outside.” Lizbeth rubbed her thin, pale arms. “We’ve been walking at night and trying to sleep during the day. She’d start fires if we needed it to stay warm at night. We hitchhiked a couple times, but we mostly just walked.”

      My eyes widened almost to the point of pain. “You hitchhiked? Do you know how dangerous that is?”

      Lizbeth shrugged. Ellie shot me a perturbed glare, and I backed down. Comparatively, perhaps not much scarier than facing their drunk father. Almost two hundred miles of mountains and high desert separated us from Jim. The thought of them crossing it alone made me sick to my stomach.

      It must have been really bad.

      “Did you remember how to get here?” I asked Lizbeth. Ellie had never been here before that she’d remember, but Lizbeth had, when she was ten and Mama got a bug to see me. She drove up without warning, just popping up at the house where I lived with Dad and Pappa. She and Lizbeth took me to dinner, then drove back home.

      But now I wondered if there was more to that trip than met the eye. Had she been escaping Jim?

      “Barely,” Lizbeth said, pulling me out of my thoughts. “I knew the town name, but we had to figure it out by asking. I remembered the name of your dad’s coffee shop from the pictures you sent at Christmas last year.”

      “How many days have you been gone?”

      “A week.”

      Ellie reached out, grabbing the leftover half of a croissant on the plate that I’d loaded for them.

      “I’m sorry,” Lizbeth said, distress in her eyes. “We’re dropping in here so unexpectedly. But I thought maybe your dad could help us. He was nice to me that one time we came. Or maybe you could help us hide for a little bit while this blows over or . . .”

      I swallowed hard. “Dad can’t help you. He died eight months ago.”

      Lizbeth’s eyes widened, first with surprise, then possibly fear. Dad had been a large, intimidating man. Bigger than most, but kinder and softer than a butterfly. I suspected Lizbeth had always sensed something safe about him, even if he was just the father of her half-sister. Plus, Jim hated Dad. To the point of fear. Lizbeth had made a calculated decision in that brilliant mind of hers.

      This girl was more than just books and science.

      My throat ached. I wanted this conversation to be over with. Mostly because it proved just how awful a sister I had turned out to be. Amongst other things, like college student and coffee shop owner.

      “You didn’t say anything,” Lizbeth said, hurt in her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell us he died?”

      “I know. I didn’t say anything.”

      Ellie lifted one eyebrow.

      “Of course I’ll take you in,” I said, eager to turn the subject. “It will be nice to have someone else around here.”

      “We won’t stay,” Lizbeth promised, resolute. “Dad might look here. We don’t want to bring him to you. Just help us find somewhere to go until this blows over, or something. Maybe I can find a job and⁠—”

      “Support two people on the income of a sixteen-year-old who should be in high school?”

      “I’m smart enough to figure it out.”

      The impetuous decision to leave Jim’s house had saved Ellie’s life, but to travel two hundred miles to a distant half-sister? Surely there was someone closer to them who could have helped.

      Who could have called the cops, or something.

      But then what?

      A sudden tightening of her jaw told me that Lizbeth had already thought this out. Without me, they were headed straight to the foster system. The same system that had raised and destroyed Mama. If book-loving Lizbeth would rather brave two hundred miles of mountain wilderness on a chance my dad would help them out, it must be pretty bad at home.

      Ignoring my rising panic about debt, bills, and credit card payments that would soon be turned over to a debt collector to harass me into the grave, I squeezed her cold, trembling hand.

      “We’ll figure everything out. First, you two need a hot shower, some fresh clothes, and a really, really long sleep in my comfortable bed. The portable A/C machine kind of sucks, but it’s better than roasting to death. Sound good?”

      Lizbeth sighed, gratefully transferring the position of leadership to me. She had always been a kind soul, born to speed through math equations, read books, and float on the idea of every romance she could find. Where Ellie had always thrived in rugged, unusual circumstances, Lizbeth preferred predictability.

      “You did the right thing, Lizbeth.”

      Ellie stared at me through Mama’s sooty lashes, her expression as hard as a diamond.  Lizbeth paused, looking between the two of us.

      “If Jim comes?” Lizbeth asked, voicing Ellie’s unspoken question.

      “He won’t.”

      “If he does?”

      “I’ll kick him off my property and tell him to go back to the hole he was born in. Then I’ll call the cops.”

      What a joy that would be.

      The certainty in my tone seemed to calm Lizbeth. Ellie straightened, eyeing me, and fell in step behind Lizbeth as I led them into the hall and up the stairs.
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      Bethany was distracted today.

      I sat at the same table, same spot, this time with a cup of coffee in my half-curled hand and a view of her puttering around the counter. An old pair of jeans and a tank top today. That old hat kept her hair in a ponytail away from her face, but it fell down her back like ebony ribbons.

      While trying not to obviously watch her, I kept a running tally of the number of times she moved the milk gallon from one spot to another. Why didn’t she just put it in the fridge? And what was with the wrinkle between her eyebrows?

      Distracted didn’t quite say it.

      Something had happened between yesterday and now. The challenging spark that had ignited her pride, preventing her from taking my money yesterday, had dampened. She stopped, looked at the ceiling, and frowned.

      Shifting uneasily, I realized I might have to wait on my proposal. If I posed my offer today, would she take it? So much of success in business contracts was about reading the person. Discerning what they needed and what they wanted. Business deals turned on saying the right thing at the right time. For all I knew, she hated this shop and didn’t want to save it.
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