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      Jake Hunter leaned back in his chair, grateful to have a minute to sit. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his shirt stuck to his back. He would have pulled on the bottom of it to fan himself, but his muscles ached too much to bother.

      He looked at the door. No one was coming, but it was only a matter of time. The little shop had been busy all day, not giving him a break until that moment.

      Jake rubbed his knee, knowing he couldn’t keep up much longer. It was the height of tourist season, and his parents needed to hire some employees.

      Usually, they took care of everything and he never saw them this time of year, except when he helped out in the shop. With his younger sister’s recent passing, they refused to leave their house. Jake was heartbroken over losing Sophia to cancer, but he knew how much harder it had to be to lose a child—their only daughter. So, he worked the extra hours without complaint.

      Perhaps he needed to take it upon himself to hire an assistant or two. If nothing else, that might pull their parents out of the house, if not their depression.

      What about his time of mourning? He was the one who had taken care of Sophia when she was sick. Sure, there had been nurses coming and going, doing what he couldn’t, but he had given up his life for a couple years. Not that he was complaining. He wouldn’t have traded a minute, especially now that she was gone.

      His throat formed a lump, thinking about Sophia. He remembered her so full of life, dreaming big dreams. Even with what life had handed her, she had refused to let it get the best of her. At the end, she had comforted everyone else, telling them not to be bitter because she wasn’t. She was glad for the life and family she had been given. After having spent so much time with her, he knew she meant every word of it.

      If she had been there with him right then, Sophia would have given him a break. She would have either sent him to go get lunch or she would have brought some to him. She might have even made it her mission to find a couple employees to help Jake out.

      Out of all their brothers, she was closest to Jake. It had been strange in a way, because she, as the only girl, was the clear favorite, and Jake was the least favorite of all the kids. That was why he was stuck running the shop alone in the wake of the family’s tragedy.

      The cancer had not only taken their sister, but nearly destroyed the entire family. Jake wasn’t sure they would ever recover.

      The bell above the door sounded, and Jake cleared his throat and blinked his misty eyes. A group of teenage boys came in, punching each other and laughing. They headed for the back where the unhealthiest treats were stocked.

      When Jake was sure that none of them could see him, he wiped his eyes and cleared his throat again. He had to learn to stop thinking about Sophia when he was out in public, or at least working.

      He looked up at the mirror on the corner of the ceiling closest to the group of kids. They were too quiet. Jake narrowed his eyes. It looked like one of them was sliding candy into his pocket.

      Jake groaned. Why wouldn’t his parents get cameras? With as many thieving punks that came through the doors, the cameras would more than pay for themselves. He pushed the chair back and stood, preparing himself for the confrontation, pushing aside his aches and grief.

      The mirror showed another jerk stuffing something into his shorts. Anger burned in Jake’s gut, and he rushed over to the kids.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.

      “Just looking at snacks,” said a guy with slicked back hair and a shirt slung over his shoulder.

      “It doesn’t look that way to me.” Jake indicated toward the mirror.

      “Oh?” asked Slick. “And how are you going to prove anything?”

      “Ever heard of security cameras?” Jake stepped closer.

      The boys made eye contact and laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You don’t have any of those,” said another. He pulled back some of his long, blonde hair behind his ear and narrowed his green eyes at Jake. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have those ugly mirrors.”

      “You don’t know that. The mirrors help me catch people and the cameras provide proof,” Jake lied. He raised his eyebrows, staring at each one of them.

      Blondie rolled his eyes. “We know ‘cause some dudes came out with a bunch of candy from right under your nose and your high tech cameras.”

      The boys all laughed and gave each other high-fives.

      “Get out,” Jake said through gritted teeth. “But first hand over the candy.”

      “Try to get it,” said a short, stocky kid. “Think you can?”

      Jake’s nostrils flared. “Hand it over before I call the police.”

      “Over a candy bar?”

      “Theft is theft.” Jake pulled out his cell phone and slid his finger across the screen.

      “Dude, I think he’s really going to call the cops,” said Shorty, eyes widening.

      “Who cares?” asked Blondie. “What are the cops at this lame, little beach town going to do to us? It’s not like we’re taking anything expensive. Come on.” He headed for the door.

      Jake grabbed his arm. “You’re not going anywhere until you return the merchandise.”

      Blondie shoved Jake. “Let go of me before I have my dad sue you for harassment.”

      “Big words for a little thief. Hand over the candy.”

      Jake felt hands wrap around his shoulders and then he felt the pain of a shelf corner jamming into his back. Another set of hands shoved him, and Jake fell to the ground, hitting his head. His already-sore knee twisted.

      “Run!” yelled Slick, and they all headed for the door. But not before Jake held up his phone and snapped a picture. He turned it around and looked at the image. All he got was half of the back of Blondie’s head.

      He shook his head. So much for that. Jake got up and ran for the door, pushing it open. He could still see the kids running down toward the beach.

      “You thieves better not come back,” he shouted. For all the good that would do. Jake rubbed his back and his head. He was going to tell his parents he was done unless they made serious changes, and soon.

      He went to the register and sat. Maybe he should just close shop for the day. That would show his parents he was serious.

      The bell rang and a pretty brunette walked in by herself. Jake did a double take for that fact alone. During tourist season, everyone traveled in packs.

      She looked about his age, early-twenties, and had long, wavy hair that nearly reached her waist. Despite the heat, she had on skinny jeans and a long-sleeved sweater.

      As the door closed behind her, she pulled her dark sunglasses to the top of her head and looked around the store. She had gorgeous, almond-shaped eyes.  Most of the girls coming in looked like they hoped to run into a Hollywood producer who would hire them on the spot for the next blockbuster. This girl had a natural beauty, and that made Jake curious.

      He got up and walked over to her. “Can I help you?”

      Looking startled, she turned to him. “I just need a few things. I don’t think I’ll need any help.” She crinkled her cute, button nose as she gazed to the back of the store.

      “Are you sure? I know where everything is.”

      She turned back to him, her bright green eyes studying him. “I’m not even sure what I need yet.”

      “No one else is here, so you may as well take advantage of my expertise. Once the next rush hits, I’ll be stuck at the register.”

      One side of her full lips curled down. “I’ll risk it, but thanks.”

      “Okay, but if you do need any help, you know where I am.”

      She nodded, not moving her feet.

      Jake studied her lightly freckled face. She seemed to have a lot on her mind, very much unlike every other girl running into the shop. People came to town so they could forget their worries and the locals were all busy with their own businesses that time of year.

      “Just give me a shout if you need anything.” He went back around the counter, this time, leaning against it rather than sitting, so he could watch her. There was a sadness about her that made him curious. Jake wanted to know more, but she obviously didn’t want to talk.

      She switched her purse to the other shoulder while still standing in the same spot. Finally, she went toward the far side, near the back where they had some refrigerated goods. He continued to watch her in the mirrors along the ceiling. The girl stopped and looked at a few things, but didn’t even pick anything up.

      The door opened, forcing Jake to focus on ten new people in the store. He recognized a few of them who had been coming in regularly since the previous weekend. Another group came in, followed by another. The store was soon as packed as it had been all day.

      He kept his eye out for the sad, pretty girl, but she didn’t come to the register. He couldn’t find her in the mirrors either, so she must have not found what she needed and slipped away when he was busy with customers.

      People came in and out for the next half hour before the store emptied again. He looked at the clock. It was only a quarter past three. Where were his brothers when he needed them?

      The brunette came around an aisle, holding a few basic items. Where had she been hiding?

      He smiled. “You found what you need. Sure I can’t help with anything else?”

      She shook her head, the sunglasses falling over her forehead. “I’m good.” She pushed the glasses back and dumped everything on the counter.

      Jake rang up the microwave dinner, milk, coffee, and cold cereal. He told her the total and waited for her to hand him the card so he could find out her name. Instead, she gave him some cash.

      “No card? You’re not the typical tourist.”

      “Nope.” She looked around, looking eager to get out of the shop.

      Not that he could blame her. Jake couldn’t wait for the shop to close. “Where are you staying?”

      “Around.”

      “There are a lot of places to eat around here. You don’t need to eat this.” He held up the TV dinner before putting it into the bag.

      She gave him a sad look. “I’m not a tourist.”

      “Do you live around here? I thought I knew all the locals.” He did, actually, but he didn’t want to put her on the spot.

      She took the bag and stepped away from the counter. “Keep the change.”

      “But it’s over five dollars.”

      “Get yourself a latte. I gotta go. Sorry.” She hurried toward the door, sliding her glasses back onto her nose.

      Shaking his head, Jake watched as she left the store. If she wanted to lay low, she had come to the wrong town.
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      Tiffany Saunders, soon to be Petosa again, threw the plastic bag onto the hotel bed alongside her suitcases. The food needed to go into the fridge, but she was too tired to move. She had paid too much for it. Everything had been overpriced and then she had told that cashier to keep the change.

      She kicked off her shoes and then peeled off the sticky clothes, putting on shorts and camisole. Then she put the food away and went out to the deck. At least she had a view of the water. Tiffany walked over to the railing and leaned against it, watching the waves of the Pacific Ocean bounce around.

      Seagulls flew about, chasing each other and otherwise just enjoying the beautiful day. If only she could enjoy it. As relaxing as it was, she couldn’t help looking below to see if she was being followed.

      As far as she knew, Trent didn’t have a clue where she was. Just a week earlier, she had packed up what she could as he slept. Then she had taken the packet her grandpa had given her so she could start a new life.

      Not only was she going to find someplace new to live, she was going to take on a new identity. It should have been something fun. A brand new start, especially given what she was leaving behind, but the past didn’t let go so easily.

      The tall, handsome cashier had been so nice, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell him anything about herself. Tiffany had tried to say her new name, but it wouldn’t roll off her tongue. She was Tiffany, sometimes Tiff, but never anything else. Now she had to get used to an entirely different identity.

      Would this new life give her the change she so desperately needed? Even if it did, was that what she really wanted? She was scared—no, terrified—to make the same mistake again.

      She hadn’t known Trent’s true nature before they married. It was hard to remember, but he used to hold open doors for her, lavish her with gifts and praise, and even sing songs to and about her.

      What had happened to that man? Had it all been a farce? A ploy to trick her into marriage?

      Tiffany had been scared of Trent’s temper for too long, believing his lies. If she would have been more attentive, a better cook, kept the house up… then he wouldn’t have said such cruel things to her.

      A couple weeks ago, she realized the way Trent acted had nothing to do with her. And more importantly, he would never change. He couldn’t let go of his anger, and it grew worse with time.

      One evening when he had been screaming profanities as usual, she thought he would get tired of lambasting her, grab his beer, and fall asleep in front of a game. But then he picked up a vase and threw it at her head, barely missing, hitting a shelf instead. If she hadn’t moved out of the way….

      She hadn’t been able to go to sleep that night. Couldn’t even bring herself to go into the bedroom where she heard Trent snoring. Instead, she sat on the couch, barely paying attention to the television.

      The next day, he came home with a big box of candy, a dozen roses, and an expensive bottle of wine. Tiffany hadn’t even been able to look him in the eye. He worked long hours the next few days, giving her the space she needed, but then when the weekend came, he returned. Along with his temper.

      He screamed at her for hours after she burned some beans. She stood there, taking it silently as usual. Once he got it out of his system, he would grab a beer and fall asleep in front of a movie.

      Only, he hadn’t. Trent grabbed her shirt and shoved her into the wall, pinning her against it. With his face barely an inch away from hers, he screamed insults and profanities, spraying spittle in her eyes. He yanked her toward him, and then slammed her back into the wall, smacking her head off it.

      Terror ran through her, but she managed to steady her voice before speaking. “Trent, you need to stop.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Stop? Are you joking? I’m only beginning.” He took a fistful of her hair and bashed her head into the wall.

      “Please,” Tiffany begged.

      “You’re pathetic.” He threw her against the refrigerator. “Get out of my sight.”

      That was when Tiffany realized that if she didn’t leave soon, she might only get out in a body bag. She scrambled to her feet, grabbed her purse, and drove straight to her grandpa’s house.

      He contacted his friends, and together they helped her with the money and even a new identity.

      His sad eyes broke her heart. “If I was a younger man, I would stand up to him for you. The best gift I can give you is to get you a fresh start.”

      He had some connections that helped her take on her late grandma’s identity. The social security number had never been reissued to anyone else, and he had given her a new birth certificate with her grandma’s name, but Tiffany’s birth year.

      She hadn’t asked how he had managed to get that. Knowing his connections to the mafia, she was better off without the knowledge.

      Tiffany blinked a few times, coming back to the present. She went to her suitcase and pulled out the packet, finding the birth certificate, and looked it over. Would she ever get used to having a new name?

      Trent certainly hadn’t had any nicknames for her, unless she counted the name calling. There was no way she was going to own any of those. They belonged to him.

      What was Trent doing? He had to have been going crazy. Not only had she left without a word, or even a trace, but now he was left with no one to scream at or control.

      Tiffany wanted to have kids, but looking back, she knew it was better that it hadn’t happened. It almost had, actually, but she had had a miscarriage, more than likely from the stress. Trent had become even worse the short time she was pregnant, and Tiffany never dreamed that would have been possible.

      She shook her head, trying to clear the memories, and then shoved the packet back into the suitcase. It didn’t matter. Tiffany wasn’t going to waste another minute on him. Trent had taken up too much of her life for too long, and he didn’t deserve any more of her thoughts.

      The new cell phone rang. Even though she knew it could be only one person, she checked the caller ID.

      “Hi, Grandpa.”

      “Honey, how are you? Have you found somewhere to settle yet?”

      “No. I’m just passing through a tourist trap for the night.”

      “Is it nice?”

      “Can’t beat the view.” She walked back out to the deck.

      “Go out tonight and have some fun.”

      Tiffany sighed. “I need to rest before I hit the road in the morning.”

      “You need to make friends again. He cut you off from everyone.”

      “I have friends.”

      “Oh? Is that why Trent’s the only one looking for you?”

      “He’s looking?” Tiffany’s heart sank.

      “You expected otherwise?”

      “I hope he hasn’t turned on you.”

      “It’s not me you need to be concerned about. Just take care of yourself and don’t worry too much. He’s still here in town, and he doesn’t know what kind of car you’re driving, where you’re headed, or anything. It’s driving him crazy. He told me as much, before I had to hang up on him. I don’t know how you put up with him for so long. I can’t take five minutes over the phone.”

      “That’s one reason I was sick so much. I’ve been healthy since leaving.”

      “That’s what your old grandpa likes to hear. Now get out there and try to make a friend.”

      “Right.”

      “I’d best be going. Got my poker game tonight. I need to win back last night’s losses from Frankie.”

      “Tell the boys I said hi.”

      “Will do. The offer still stands to send one of their grandsons to protect you.”

      “I’m fine. It’s like you said, Trent doesn’t know where to look. That’s all the protection I need. You’ve given me everything else.”

      “Get out before going to bed, hon. Bars are full of people looking for someone to talk to.”

      “They’re also full of guys looking for something I have no interest in right now.”

      “Just tell ‘em you’re gay. That’s all the rage these days.”

      Tiffany shook her head. “Goodnight, Grandpa.”

      “’Night, dear. Give a holler if you need to.”

      She ended the call and then tossed the phone to the bed without leaving the deck. The sound of the waves beckoned her, so she leaned against the railing again, losing herself.

      After a while, she thought about what her grandpa had said. She wasn’t going to a bar, but she wasn’t against a little window shopping. Then she could at least tell him she had mingled with others. He would ask.

      Tiffany went inside the room, showered, and put on fresh clothes. Fresh, but wrinkled. They still smelled of the detergent that Trent made her use. She hated it, but getting screamed at over soap wasn’t worth it.

      At first, she fought for herself, but after several unsuccessful arguments, she gave in, finding life easier if she gave Trent his way. He never backed down. Never. He’d kept her up until past two in the morning countless times, yelling and threatening her until she finally gave him his way out of pure exhaustion.

      He thought everyone would give him what he wanted as long as he broke them down. That was how he had “worked” his way to nearly the top of his company. Only the CEO held more power than him, and even so, it was only a matter of time before one of them gave in and quit their power struggle. Tiffany’s money was on Trent. The word ‘no’ was only a challenge to him.

      Whenever Trent wanted a raise, he would storm into the CEO’s office, demanding it. Trent always walked away with his raise. Every time.

      It was the same with his family. When he wanted something from his parents or siblings, he threw a temper tantrum until he got it. They always told him what a jerk he was, but Trent didn’t care. He had gotten his way.

      Tiffany put on the final touches of eyeliner and examined herself. Her long, dark hair was already starting to curl. She hadn’t had the space to pack her flat iron. Oh well, it wasn’t like she was trying to impress anyone.

      There was no way she was getting involved with a relationship anytime soon.

      From so many late nights, dark circles remained under her eyes. It had been typical of Trent to work late and then wake her to yell about whatever had pissed him off that day. By the time he was done, he was snoring away, but Tiffany would be so wound up with stress that she couldn’t get herself back to sleep. That was probably the exact thing Trent wanted.

      Perhaps some retail therapy would get her to stop thinking about him.

      She grabbed her purse and made her way down to the hotel lobby. At the front desk, she asked the clerk where good shops were.
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      Jake locked the store, shooing away some tourists who wanted in. “There’s no such thing as a twenty-four hour shop around here. This is a beach town, ladies.”

      One of the girls pouted, giving him puppy-dog eyes. “Please.”

      “Sorry. I’ve already closed the register for the night.” Not that he couldn’t open it again, but he wasn’t going to. He needed a break after such a long and tiring day. During the off-season, working all day wasn’t so bad. It was the kind of town where he could leave the store for a few minutes and nobody would bother anything. Tourist season was a different beast altogether.

      Puppy-Dog Eyes switched from sad to a big smile. “You’re cute. Are you a model?” She twisted a strand of her hair around a finger.

      “Yeah, you’re so buff,” said a redhead. She reached for his arm.

      Jake stepped away, barely missing her touch. “Don’t try to butter me up. The store is locked.”

      She pouted. “I’m not. You should be on magazine covers, though.” She looked him up and down, looking hungry. “Got plans for tonight?”

      “Actually, I do. But if you make your way to the beach, you’ll find all kinds of available men.”

      “Fine. They probably have pop, anyway. We don’t need yours.” She stuck her nose up.

      Jake chuckled. “That’s right. You don’t.”

      The girls scampered off, trying to get into another shop, which was also closing.

      He put the shop key into his pocket and made his way to the quieter part of town where the locals tended to hang out. It would be nice to grab a beer and talk with some guys before heading home to his parents’ house to discuss business.

      Everything was packed. The tourists must have figured out where the good food was. It was always a matter of time. Even though everyone made the effort to point the tourists closer to the beach, they always managed to overrun Jake’s favorite places.

      But it was what paid the bills year round.

      The Robertson’s deli didn’t look busy, and all of a sudden the “Oceanic,” a large sandwich overflowing with fresh shrimp and tasty veggies, sounded delicious. Jake’s stomach rumbled. He went in and ordered an extra-large sandwich with a side of chips.

      When he walked over to the tables, Jake stopped in his tracks. The pretty brunette from earlier sat at a table eating a bagel. She was looking at her phone, and she was wearing something different—more seasonally appropriate.

      Normally, he didn’t take any interest in the tourists, but this one had him curious. Why was she alone? And why did she look so sad? Perhaps his curiosity was because of his own underlying sadness about Sophia, his beautiful sister taken too soon.

      He walked to her table. “Didn’t want the frozen dinner?”

      She looked up. It took her a second to recognize him. “Oh, uh, yeah. I’ll have that later.”

      “Mind if I sit? It’s pretty busy in here.” There were two empty tables next to hers, but he wasn’t going to bring that up.

      “Sure.”

      Jake tried to read her, but couldn’t tell if she was just being nice, or if she really didn’t mind his company.

      He sat down. “I’m Jake Hunter. I’ve lived in Kittle Falls my entire life. You’d be surprised how glamorous it is.”

      Her lip twitched, but she didn’t even crack a smile.

      “So, what’s your name?”

      Her gorgeous, green eyes widened, and then she paused. “It’s Elena.”

      “Pretty. It suits you.”

      Her face turned bright red.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

      “It’s okay.” Elena looked away.

      Jake frowned. Did she not like him, or just want to be left alone? “What brings you to Kittle Falls?”

      She turned back toward him, her expression remaining serious. “I’m just…. Well, I’m making a fresh start.”

      That made sense. “So you decided to come here of all places?” he asked.

      “Just passing through.”

      Disappointment washed through him. Why? He had just met her. “How long will you be staying?”

      She shrugged, taking a sip of her drink.

      “If you’d like to see the sights only the locals know about, I’d be happy to show you what this place really has to offer.”

      “Really? Like what?”

      “Well, not much, truthfully.” He hadn’t expected her to take an interest in a tour.

      She looked confused, and rightfully so.

      Jake raised an eyebrow. “But I do owe you a latte.”

      “You do?”

      “I’ve got your five dollars, remember?”

      “Oh, that. I told you to keep it.”

      “And I want to spend it on you.”

      Elena looked skeptical. “Do you woo all the tourists with coffee?”

      “You’re the first, actually.”

      She sat taller. “I suppose there’s no harm in that. So, how long have you worked in the store?”

      “Since I was in diapers.”

      Elena’s eyes widened.

      Jake laughed—a bit louder than he meant to. “Sorry. My parents own the shop, and it’s been my second home for as long as I can remember.”

      “So, you’ve worked there your whole life?”

      “I took a couple years off. My parents can’t work now, so I’m back.”

      “Why? Are they retired?”

      “They’re in mourning. We all are, actually.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry. Who passed away?”

      “My sister.”

      She put her hands over her mouth. “That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.”

      Jake cleared his throat. “She was ready to go. She had been sick a long time.” That was probably not the topic to discuss with a girl he’d just met. Sure, Sophia had been his life for the last two years, but Elena wouldn’t want to talk about death. “You don’t know how long you’ll be staying?” he asked.

      “Not long. This isn’t a vacation, unfortunately.”

      “That’s not something I hear often around here. What made you stop here?”

      She looked uncomfortable. “I was just tired, and I saw a sign for a hotel.”

      “You must be on a road trip. I’ve always wanted to go on one. Is it fun?”

      “Not by myself.”

      “Oh.” Jake bit into his sandwich. He needed to find something to ask her that didn’t make her uncomfortable or shut down. So far, he hadn’t found anything other than a tour of the boring part of town. It didn’t help that he hadn’t had a girlfriend, or even a date, in a couple years.

      They finished their food in silence. She didn’t look eager to get away, but he wasn’t keeping her engaged in conversation either.

      “Are you ready for that latte?” he asked. “Or we could have ice cream instead. There’s a shop not too far away that’s said to be the best in Cali.”

      “Is it?”

      “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t tried every ice cream parlor in the state.”

      “Oh.”

      Dang it. That was supposed to be funny. “All kidding aside, it is a lot better than anything from the store. They make it fresh.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Really? I’ve never had fresh ice cream.”

      “You have to try it.”

      Jake gathered their trash and threw it away. As they walked down the street, a football flew through the air, heading right for Elena’s head.

      “Watch out!” Jake said.

      Elena turned to him, looking confused.

      He jumped in front of the ball just before it smacked her in the face. It fell to the ground as Jake crashed into a newspaper and magazine stand. A corner dug into his skin as he put his arms out to catch himself. A stack of entertainment magazines flew onto the ground.

      “Nice block.” Dimitri, the stand owner, held out his hand and helped Jake up.

      “Thanks.” Jake laughed, though he was embarrassed. He dusted himself off and turned to Elena, who was picking up the fallen magazines.
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