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      Welcome to Coogan’s Break. Just a small trigger warning to let you know that this title contains bullying. And because bullying is never okay, I’ve made sure that with Blake’s love, Chloe comes out on top. As one reviewer put it:

      
        
        Just love a story where the girl not only gets her happily ever after, but her self worth too.  Bravo Ms. Malone. 5 STARS - Zon Reviewer
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      BLAKE

      After what feels like hours behind the wheel, I round the headland and Coogan’s Break reveals itself. Force of habit has me checking out the surf, my practiced eye picking out the change in breaks with a cursory glance.

      Despite not having lived here in years, and my folks having moved north to be near my grandparents, this place still feels like home. While it’s increased in size over the years, the place still has a small-town vibe. One that the mayor apparently hates, much to the amusement of the locals, who think he’s got an over-inflated sense of self-importance.

      Rather than continue into town, I pull off the road, allowing the cars banked up behind me to pass. The van isn’t the fastest vehicle and overtaking on the narrow road south of town is never a good idea. If anyone tried, chances are they’d end up at the bottom of the cliff that skirts the seaward side of the road.

      The engine eventually shudders to a ragged stop. While the van isn’t the greatest thing on wheels, it is home. It’s also all that I can afford on my current earnings. With my hip bothering me more and more of late, my winnings this season are down a worrying amount.

      It takes a second for my ears to adjust to the relative quiet. The engine is a noisy beast even when running smoothly. Thanks to the long drive north from Baja, she’s complaining more than ever. It’s something I’ll have to deal with when, and if, I can put enough money aside.

      Damn it, the constant money worries are messing with my head. It’s the last thing I need when facing the sort of competition I’ll be up against later in the week.

      “Hang in there, girl.” I pat the engine cover before continuing. “Just another week and I’ll get someone to look at you.” Despite having learned a lot about engines over the years, whatever the hell it is that’s making that noise is way beyond me.

      After a couple of steadying breaths, I pick up on the waves crashing on the rocks below. This coupled with the ozone-laced air whipping in through the open window, and the sense of homecoming is overwhelming.

      With my seatbelt flicked to one side, I grab the binoculars from the center console and clamber out. It takes a moment to get all the sensation back in my legs. While I can put some of this down to hours of sitting on an uncomfortable bench seat, that’s not all of it.

      My hip isn’t only affecting my ability to win surf comps. If I catch my reflection in a shop window, I see my dad in how I walk. Despite loving my old man, I’m not in a hurry to become him, at least not in the next couple of years.

      With the binoculars up to my eyes, I check the surf. It’s hardly recognizable from the last time I was here. That big storm must have really chewed up the ocean floor for the surf breaks to have changed as much as they have.

      This is part of the reason I’m in town early. If I’ve got any hope of taking out a major longboard prize, I need to get to reacquaint myself with the waves.

      With the binoculars still up to my eyes, I sweep across the beach to check out the town. Hah, who am I fooling? I’m not just looking at the town; I’m looking at something in particular, one shop, and a reminder of a carefree youth.

      Aside from that, my memories of the town are fairly tragic. I’d hated school, with my grades testimony to what appeared to be a sterling lack of effort.

      In reality, it was all down to a little secret I’d kept well-hidden and that I still have to deal with every day. It’s yet another reason the pain in my hip bothers me.

      Thanks to the trouble I have filling in forms; the only work I can land in the off season is laboring on construction sites. Hard manual labor. The sort that’ll be impossible if I’m hobbling around like an old man.

      On spotting a familiar face through the large plate-glass window of the Surf Shack, I break into a wide grin. What’s Chloe doing behind the counter? I thought she worked at the library, the perfect job for someone who loved reading as much as she used to. Despite no longer living here, I keep up-to-date with events through mates I’m still in touch with.

      After putting the binoculars away, I haul myself into the driver’s seat. I wonder if being next to her will have the same effect on me as it always did.

      There’s only one way to know for sure with the mere thought enough to have me grinning like a loon.

      CHLOE

      As I look around my parents’ shop, I’m wondering what possessed me to agree to cover for them while they were away on a buying trip. We’d arranged it months ago, and it had rather taken me by surprise.

      When they’d asked if I was okay managing the Surf Shack Thursday through Sunday, I hadn’t given it much thought. Instead, I’d asked the head librarian if I could take annual leave for the two weekdays.

      Mom and dad asked little of me, and it wasn’t as if my social life was frantic enough that I’d be going out, or anything. More likely, I’d be at home, sitting in my favorite chair, my nose buried in a book. Working in a library, there aren’t enough hours in the day for me to read all the books I want to.

      It wasn’t until the week before I was due to babysit the shop that something dawned on me. The weekend after they were away, there was a big surf event.

      That’s not quite right. Big doesn’t do the annual Coogan’s Break Carnival justice. It’s a major event on the surfing calendar, with the biggest draw being the tens of thousands of dollars in prizes up for grabs. Thanks to this, there’ll be surfers arriving in droves, be they amateur or professional.

      Despite not having had a lot to do with the shop since I graduated and started working at the library, it was a given the shop would be manic. Thursday and Friday hadn’t been too bad, despite Nina, the girl who usually works at the shop, failing to turn up for work.

      However, today being Saturday, the shop is overrun. I knew it would be bad when I’d caught sight of the small crowd waiting for me to open up. Part of me had wanted to turn around and head back upstairs to my parent’s apartment.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t an option, especially not with Nina again missing in action. A quick peek at my phone sitting on the sales counter next to the cash register shows she hasn’t replied.

      According to Mom, Nina is reliable. With this so apparently out of character, my annoyance has now morphed into concern. I’d phone my folks, but there isn’t much they can do about it, other than leave more messages.

      The knowledge I’m flying solo, coupled with the hubbub of voices around the shop, and I’m on edge. Every time there’s a burst of laughter, it’s all I can do not to tell the perpetrators to “Sssssh!”

      Compared to the quiet of the library, the noise in the shop is threatening to overwhelm me. It would be one thing if Nina were here to help. On my own, I’m on the verge of slamming my hands over my ears and yelling at everyone to leave.

      After serving the next customer, I grab my phone. As much as I want to know where Nina is, I also want to check if she’s okay. Holding my phone up to my ear, I ring up the next customer one-handed, but with a ready smile so they don’t feel ignored.

      So split is my attention that it takes a moment to realize my call has again gone through to voicemail. My message is therefore more abrupt than I’d like, reduced to a simple “Where the heck are you?” before I end the call.

      I squeeze my phone into the back pocket of my denim shorts. This way, if she calls back and I’m away from the register, I won’t miss it.

      On hearing the tinkle of the bell above the front door, I look up to see who’s just walked in. When I see who it is, I’m glad I’m no longer holding my phone. If I had been, I’d have dropped it. As it is, I need to lean against the sales counter and lock my knees to stay upright.

      Weirdly, his presence has the sounds of the shop fade into the background. The only things I can hear now are the rapid beating of my heart and the resultant thrum of blood. I don’t even need to touch my face to know it’s flooded with color.

      This is a shame, because to my mind, the only thing the color red looks good on is tomatoes and fire trucks. How can it be that Blake still affects me as he did all those years ago?

      Let’s see. Six-foot-two, tanned, shoulder-length dark curls, body honed from hours of surfing and deep blue eyes that draw me in? It’s one hell of a list, and of course, he still affects me as he did back in the day. I’d have to be clinically dead not to respond to the guy. As a teenager, he’d been impressive.

      He’s as out of my league now as he ever had been. As much as I’d love to act on the fantasies I’ve indulged in over the years, I daren’t.

      And why is that?

      Because it would be one sure way of killing all those fantasies stone dead. The only thing I can’t tell by ogling him is whether he still has that sweet nature that set him apart from the other delinquents.
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