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  Chapter One




  “Saxony!”




  At the sound of her name Saxony Edwards looked up from the sales ledger that lay open on the glass display case overflowing with junk. A bright red neon sign, which read Antique Virgin in reverse from inside the store, sat in the dirty window facing Highway 101 where cars and motor homes streamed by.




  Antique Virgin was the name of the family owned antique shop, and Sax’s view of her own non-existent love life.




  Yup, that’s me all right, an antique virgin. In her twenty four years Sax had never had a serious boyfriend and she was sure she never would. As far as Sax was concerned her life sucked.




  She yearned for someone to love who would love her back. She studied the figures in the ledger. But there had been Marty Spiers. He had come closest to saying those magic I-love-you words. He might have been the one. After his leg healed. And his brother’s front teeth were fixed.




  It just wasn’t in the cards. Not with her problem.




  “Yes, Mom?”




  Her mother was in the back room where the delivery van had dropped off two large cardboard boxes. No doubt the boxes contained new pieces for the shop. New pieces they didn’t need. New pieces they couldn’t pay for.




  According to the figures on the page in the ledger they’d sold exactly three antiques in the past month. A silver souvenir spoon with GLAD BEACH stenciled into the nickel plate by a factory in China, a garish scarf with the smiling cartoon image of a California grey whale (real whales don’t smile) printed on cheap nylon fabric, and a plastic piggy bank with the words GLAD BEACH WELCOMES YOU stenciled on the side.




  All very touristy. All very bad.




  Saxony often wondered how they called themselves an antique store when all they sold was stuff to tourists. It was false advertising wasn’t it? She’d seen pictures of the exhibits at the British Museum and their antiques look nothing like what her mom and dad sold in the store.




  She shook her head. What is wrong with me? Why do I stay here?




  But she couldn’t just abandon her parents. Her mom needed her to look after her father. She couldn’t look after him on her own. She picked up a pencil and made a tick mark on the page next to a line for Queen Elizabeth key chains. She’d counted them earlier and there were still forty-seven in stock. Same as last month.




  “Dear, can you come here and help me?” called her mother from the stock room.




  Saxony, or Sax as she preferred to be called, set the pencil on the counter then closed the ledger with a thump.




  She walked toward the stock room at the back of the store. She held the beaded curtain aside with her hand and saw her gray-haired mother bent over a waist-high cardboard box. Sax smiled to herself. Mom looked ridiculous. Her mother was struggling to remove something from inside the box. I better help her before she falls in.




  She released the beads then walked into the store room. They snapped behind her. As she approached, her mother straightened and withdrew her head from the within the box. Her hair was covered in dust. With a laugh her mother shook her head to create a cloud of dust. The dusty air made Sax rub a finger across her upper lip and wiggle her nose.




  Allergy season was early this year. She hated having the sniffles. She covered her mouth in time to catch a sneeze.




  Sax stopped on the side opposite her mother and peered into the box. She sniffed. She studied the object, her curiosity piqued. A wheel? Why would she buy a wheel? “What’s that?”




  Her mother looked up from the strange object. “A spinning wheel, dear. Just like Queen Victoria’s.”




  Her mother and father being the “all-things-English lovers” only bought things for the shop that were connected, no matter how tenuously, to England.




  What’s wrong with Greece or France? They’re perfectly good countries too. Some around town called them obsessed; she preferred to think they were eccentric. Her three brothers just called them nuts, but then they didn’t live with their parents any more, did they? Why was it her sole responsibility to look after them, obsessions and all? She sighed. It wasn’t fair. But what’s a girl to do when her brothers are out in the world living their lives and I’m here?




  “Great.” More money wasted on crap. She wondered if they would ever listen to her. “How much did we spend on that thing?”




  Her mother frowned and her sky blue eyes narrowed. “Now don’t start that again. Your father knows what’s going on in the market. He has his finger on the pulse of the antique business.”




  If that’s true then our business was about to have a heart attack. They were going to be eating cat food soon if they didn’t start listening to her. She paused to watch her mother once again bend over the side of the box, grunting, trying to lift the obviously heavy spinning wheel over the side. Not that she didn’t love them, but they were so impossible.




  Sax snorted in frustration. Her mother glared at her. “For heaven’s sake, girl, don’t shuffle your feet, and don’t snort. Act like a lady. That’s what the Queen does.”




  Yeah, right, Queen Liz probably snorts in private.




  Rolling up the sleeves of her heavy wool sweater, Sax reached in and grasped one end of the faux antique spinning wheel. Her mother grasped the other end. It was surprisingly heavy. For a piece of copycat crap.




  On the count of three Sax and her mother managed to lift the wheel out of the box.




  Her mother gazed at the made-in-China wheel as if it were a rare treasure. Oh, brother. Sax swiveled her hips to flex her back muscles. She’d need a hot bath tonight to work out the kinks, for sure.




  Sax looked at the cheap imitation of Brit-junkana covered in smelly lacquer. Yeah, a real treasure, Mom. She stopped moving when she felt a sharp pinch in her lower back. After she set it down she groaned. Man, that thing is heavy. She hoped she didn’t have to carry it any further.




  Sax crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head in disgust.




  She wondered if a millionaire would drop by looking for a cheap copy of an antique spinning wheel. How ’bout that, I made a funny. She covered her mouth with her hand as she snorted. Her mother glared at her.




  “Hello? Is anybody there?” Sax started and her heart beat faster at the sound of a man’s voice from the other side of the bead curtain.




  A customer? Maybe it was the handsome millionaire coming in on his white steed to take her away from all this. Her heart rate slowed and she smiled to herself. In my dreams.




  “Coming!” Sax called as she locked eyes with her mother. “I’ll take care of the customer. Okay, Mom?”




  Her mother stepped back, and like one of the models on The Price is Right motioned toward the spinning wheel. As if I’m going to be able to sell this thing. Sax rolled her eyes and headed back through the bead curtain.




  She wondered if her father would ever fix the bell over the shop door. It’s only been what, a year?




  Sometimes she wondered if he realized how scary it could be if she was in the back and some scary serial killer came into the shop. I could be killed, buried in a shallow grave, and no one would ever know.




  Her breath caught in her throat when she walked through the bead curtain to find a man with soft brown wavy hair framing a lean, tanned face complete with a square jaw. Oh, my. He was too handsome. If that was even possible. Her heart beat hard in her ears and the moisture in her mouth evaporated. He stood in front of the fingerprint-covered display case smiling at her. He was beautiful.




  The blue-eyed man’s build fit his tight blue jeans perfectly. And his jean shirt had the top two buttons undone, revealing a bed of wispy brown curls. This was way too weird. I think about a handsome guy and poof, one appears. Guys who looked like him never came in here. The men that came in were usually bald with beer paunches with their blue-hair wives nagging at them.




  It’d be wayyy weirder if he was rich. Which she seriously doubted.




  Maybe I should ask him? Her face grew warm and she averted her gaze from his when she realized he was looking at her with his friendly blue eyes.




  Oops. He was looking at her. She looked down at her dust covered tshirt and wrinkled jeans. She was dressed like Cinderella. More cinder than rella, actually. She scolded herself. Girl, you are such a dumb-ass for even imagining he’s your dream man.




  Out of the corner of one eye she spotted a man and woman, both blond, studying the collection of Coca-Cola tiffany lamps, and the Chinese dragon porcelain statues lined against the back wall.




  Sax teased her mother about the statues, calling the dragons the breakable Great Wall of China, and her mother really hated it when she called them that. Unfortunately, there was limited interest in large porcelain dragons on the Oregon coast, so she spent more time dusting them than selling any. They were just dust collectors that annoyed her and were a symbol of a string of bad ideas.




  She tried to swallow then cleared her throat. “Uhhh...yes...can I help you?” Oh, brother I must sound like a moron.




  “Yes, my name’s Bryce Kelly. I just bought a house out at Emerald Lake and I’m looking for some unique items to decorate it.”




  “Uhhh, certainly, Mr. Kelly. Was there anything in particular you were looking for? We—”




  “Hello!” Sax’s mother called from the back room, interrupting her.




  At the sound of her mother’s voice Sax turned to see her mother coming through the bead curtain. No, no, she thought, her heart stopping for a beat. Her mother was going to make a fool out of her as usual.




  “I’m Bertie Edwards,” indicating Sax with a nod she added, “and this is my daughter Saxony.”




  She had a feeling her mother would take one look at this man and immediately go into matchmaker mode. It was as good a time as any for her higher power to save her from utter embarrassment.




  A smile registered on Bryce Kelly’s handsome features and one corner of his mouth curled slightly. “Saxony? My, what a lovely name. English?”




  One eyebrow rose on Sax’s forehead and she wondered if he was laughing at her name, but before could respond her mother spoke, “Why, yes, Mr. Kelly. How did you know?” Her mother stepped up and wrapped one hand around Sax’s shoulder. With her other hand she poked Sax in the ribs.




  Sax glared at her mother. “Mother, please don’t,” she said between gritted teeth. She hated being poked. Her mother knew it bugged her but she kept doing it anyway.




  It’s not like she was going to run away. You ran away one time in the seventh grade when Billy Cooper tries to kiss you and it follows you around forever.




  Men usually run away for me. But what really bugged her was her mother was always trying to hook her up with men. Parents! They never gave up trying to run your life.




  A sly grin played across her mother’s lips. “Isn’t he a clever one, Saxony? Sharp as a pencil I’d say.”




  The man and the woman had finished their self-guided tour of the shop and they now approached the counter. The woman, a willowy blond, was model tall and thin and smelled of cinnamon toast. Her designer sunglasses were perched atop her head, and the arms of an angora sweater were tied loosely around her slender neck. Her male companion, also wearing designer clothes, looked three inches shorter than the woman. He was stocky like a fire hydrant. Dark sunglasses hid his eyes.




  They not only look big city, she sniffed, they smell big city. Man, they’re gonna be snobs, I see it comin’, and I hate snobs.




  “Are you done yet, Bryce? I want to walk on the beach before it gets dark,” said the woman.




  Bryce turned toward the blond woman. His blue eyes locked with hers and he smiled then wrapped one arm around her slender waist. “No hurry, Cinnamon, my love. There’s lots of daylight left.”




  He shifted his gaze from Cinnamon to Sax. A slight smile played across his lips. “I’m sure Saxony here would agree.”




  The stocky man grunted. “Saxony? What kinda name is that?”




  “Now, Pep, don’t be rude,” Bryce Kelly mock-scolded his companion. “This is Miss Saxony Edwards and her mother Bertie.”




  “Charmed I’m sure,” said Pep, a sneer in his tone. As if it were an afterthought he added, “No offense.”




  His hands were stuffed in his tan Dockers and his expression was indicative of someone who didn’t care who he offended. Sax had seen far too many tourists in Glad Beach like Pep. Summer residents were the worse. I’m a person too ya know, not your personal slave, mister. This used to be such a nice little town when they moved here fifteen years ago. Money was all people seemed to care about these days.




  And the big city types were the worst. Sax sighed under her breath to hide her annoyance. The ultra rude arrogant visitors, who treated locals as if they were servants, were a pet peeve of hers. Sometimes ya just wanta kick ’em in the butt.




  “None taken, Mr. uhhh...?”




  Pep ignored her, preferring to stare out the picture window and at the traffic streaming by on Highway 101. He and the blond woman walked away to study the wall of mirrors. They whispered softly to each other and Sax couldn’t hear what they were saying.




  She looked at Bryce who rolled his eyes. He shook his head. “Sorry for my friend’s bad manners. He’s a New Yorker.”




  “Ohhh, I see. Pity.” Sax covered her mouth and giggled. Oops. That was rude. She hoped her face wasn’t too red. He could be from New York. Her face grew warm. “Sorry, did I say that out loud?”




  Bryce laughed and it was like nothing she had heard before. The joy in his laughter caused her heart to warm and she realized she would love to hear it again.




  Cinnamon and Pep seemed oblivious to her and Bryce’s conversation. Instead their attention was focused on the wall of antique mirrors.




  Whew. I’m glad they didn’t hear me. They might even buy some of her mom and dad’s crap. Like her mom always said, never insult your paycheck.




  Bryce held out one hand. “Let’s reboot this conversation. I’m Bryce Kelly. That lady is my fiancée, Cinnamon Wolthorp and that is her brother Pep, my soon-to-be brother-in-law.” Fiancée? Oh crap, he’s engaged.




  “You can call me Sax by the way.” Sax took Bryce’s hand in hers and was surprised how warm and soft his skin was against hers. Her fingers seemed to tingle, sending warmth through her body like nothing she’d ever experienced. She didn’t want to let go. Until this moment she had never been comfortable speaking to, never mind touching, such handsome men.




  Handsome men had intimidated her since high school when the football team’s quarterback, Butch Arnold, made fun of her at the only school dance she ever attended. That memory was a source of pain that had tainted every man she’d ever felt any attraction for. She didn’t want to be hurt like that ever again. Now the old painful feelings had surfaced again. This time with this man. Why now? Why him? She had to find to why.




  She fought the urge to sigh. Butch Arnold was an idiot. Bryce, however, is so my type if only it weren’t for the fiancé. Maybe their relationship wasn’t that serious. You never know…oh my, what am I thinking?




  Shaken by her drastic thoughts she withdrew her hand from his as if it were on fire.




  Bryce frowned, his gaze appeared concerned. “Is something wrong?” She shook her head. “No. Of course not.”




  Cinnamon interrupted them. “Let’s get going, Bryce.” Her tone was clipped. Cinnamon frowned at Sax as her cool gaze traveled up then down Sax’s lean frame. Wow! What was her problem?




  “Uh yes, of course. I’ll be back, Sax. I want to fill my new house with antiques and I think your shop is just the place I’m looking for.”




  Cinnamon wrapped a long arm around Bryce’s and started for the door. Pep moved to the door and pulled it open. He held it for Cinnamon and Bryce as they exited to the parking lot.




  “I’ll be back! See you—” Bryce called out as the slamming of the shop door cut off his words. Gazing through the window Sax watched as Bryce held open the rear door of the silver and black Hummer for Cinnamon, who climbed into the back seat. The jealousy of watching him with another woman came as a surprise. She didn’t even know him and yet wanted to claim him as her own. Bryce looked back at the shop. Quickly ducking at the fear of getting caught watching him caused her face to warm. Slowly rising, she could see a small smile on his handsome face before he climbed into the passenger side of the truck. As the massive Hummer merged with the flow of traffic, the sound of her mother's voice reminded Sax she was not alone in the room. “Hmmm. He’s a looker, eh, Saxony?” Her mother said, her tone amused.




  “Uhhh, yes. I guess so....”




  Now that they were gone Sax moved behind the comfort of the counter. She opened the accounts ledger again and tried to focus, but the numbers began to float around the page. Sax removed her glasses and blinked a few times. What’s wrong with me?




  She gasped in shock and her heart skipped a beat. Oh, crap! Did he say antiques? Her heart began to pound in her chest.




  “Mom, did he say he wanted to fill his house with antiques?”




  Her mother nodded. “Yes, I think that’s what he said. Why?” Sax groaned. “We don’t have any antiques.” Go figure.




  She met an attractive, albeit taken, guy. He seemed like a nice man she’d be interested in, and now he wanted to buy “antiques” from her parents’ store.




  That is just my luck.




  





  





  Chapter Two




  When Bryce entered the coffee shop early the next morning he found his father seated at his usual table. After getting a cup of coffee for himself he took a seat across from his father, who had his eyes closed. His lips were curled at the corners in a smile. On the table in front of his father was his usual cinnamon latté. The cinnamon scent made Bryce warm inside. The comfort of the usual was important to Bryce. The world was a crazy place and things like cinnamon latté were the anchors that made life worthwhile.




  Bryce smiled to himself and raised his cup of black coffee to his lips and took a small sip. Dad sure loves his cinnamon lattés. The irony of him marrying a woman named Cinnamon wasn’t lost on him. Especially since she wasn’t the woman he loved and certainly not the woman he wanted to marry.




  His father opened his eyes and they twinkled. “Good to see you, son,” he said. The corners of his father’s mouth twisted and laugh lines formed around warm blue eyes and grew deeper as he smiled.




  “Hey Dad, can we talk about the wedding?”




  His father’s brow wrinkled. “Is there a problem?”




  Bryce looked over the brim of his coffee cup at his father. He was such




  an idiot for thinking he could fool his father. Of course his father would think something was wrong. “No, of course not.” I’m such a coward. “I thought we needed some alone time.” He knew he should tell her he didn’t want to marry Cinnamon, but he was afraid. His father seemed to have his heart set on the wedding. “Ya know, some father and son time, like the old days.”




  His father smiled. “Good.” His tone lacked any conviction. I wonder if he really means that?




  Father and son looked away from each other across the sundeck of the Coffee Hut overlooking the white capped waves rolling into the beach far below.




  After a few minutes of silence his father finally said, “We need to finalize travel arrangements for the guests.” His father turned toward him and locked eyes with him. “After all, I did agree to pay for this wedding and I want to keep some of the expenses within the budget.” He paused and grinned. “It’s not like everyday my number one son gets married, is it?”




  Bryce smiled and leaned back in the chair. “No. Especially when I’m the only son.”




  Bryce breathed in the salty air before he took another sip of his warm coffee as he took in the panoramic view from the coffee shop’s sundeck. The seagulls swooped and cried as they rode the breeze above the restless Pacific Ocean, reminding him of his visits to the coast with his father and mother.




  He had such fond memories of those days. The memories of Glad Beach flitted through his head and he realized he was at peace in this place.




  Glad Beach had been his refuge from the bullies at school who picked on him because he was smart. The scars were still there hidden beneath the surface.




  When his family vacationed at Glad Beach it was the one place in the world where he could be himself and not suffer from the constant bullying at school.




  He’d shown those bullies when he developed a revolutionary software program for the U.S. Air Force.




  He retired at thirty four. But having money and all the leisure time you could use wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. You could only party so much and play golf so much. Sure, it was fun but he needed stability in his life. And he wanted a family. A real family. Unfortunately, this was a big barrier between him and Cinnamon. She didn’t want kids and he did.




  But his father had his heart set on Bryce marrying Cinnamon. He didn’t want to let him down. He loved his father too much to disappoint him.




  “What are you planning for this morning?” his father said, breaking Bryce’s introspection.




  “I’ve had my sailboat moved to Pearson’s Perch. I thought I’d take Cinnamon sailing.”




  His father pursed his lips.




  Bryce’s brow furrowed. “Bad idea, Dad?”




  His father chuckled. “No. No. Of course not. It’s just that Margaret told me she and Elizabeth were taking Cinnamon to the spa for an apple-cucumberrose-petal-grape-juice treatment,” he rolled his eyes, “Whatever that is. All I know is it’ll cost me five hundred bucks. Minimum.”




  “Oh. Really? Cinnamon didn’t say anything to me.” Bryce drained the rest of his now tepid coffee. Of course, he thought bitterly. He had no say about anything around here. After the marriage he was convinced it would be even worse. He’d be the family puppet.




  “How about you, Dad, you wanta go for a sail? We can talk about the wedding plans some more.”




  His father shook his head and waved him away. “No. The wedding stuff can wait. We’re in no hurry. And besides I’m a landlubber by birth. Don’t worry about me, I’ve got that new Cussler book to dive into this afternoon. That’s as close to sailing as I like to get.”




  A thought occurred to Bryce. Sax Edwards. He wanted to see her again without Cinnamon and Pep tagging along. He really liked her. From the second he’d met her it seemed they had an inexplicable connection. It was like they’d known each other all their lives. He’d never been as comfortable with anyone so quickly. And he wanted to apologize for Cin and Pep’s behavior toward her. It bothered him they were so rude to Sax. No one deserved to be treated rudely.




  Sax certainly was cute. And he really loved her sassy attitude and great smile.




  He hoped she’d agree to go sailing with him because she might know her way around the coastal waters. The last thing he wanted to do was end up smacking into a rock or something.




  He frowned. Cinnamon didn’t like sailing. In fact she didn’t like most of what he enjoyed. They had very little in common. He doubted she’d even care if he went on a date with another woman. Not that he was going on a date with Sax. She was nice but he’d just met her and he’d never been comfortable being forward with women.




  “Hey, Dad, maybe I’ll ask that Saxony woman I told you about from the antiques store. She’s a local so she’ll hopefully know the coastal waters. And it’ll give me a chance to talk to her about the decor for the house. That rattan stuff in the house now is really bad.”




  His father finished his drink with a loud slurp. He set the empty mug on the table with a click just as a sudden gust of wind swept over them.




  Without waiting for his father’s reply Bryce got up and started for the door to the parking lot where his truck was parked. As he opened the door the traffic noise on the highway filled his senses. Before the door closed behind him he thought he heard his father say, “You don’t have to be a fortune teller to foresee rough waters ahead.”




  What was that supposed to mean?




  





  Chapter Three




  Bryce slammed both feet hard on the brake pedal. He swerved off the highway as a beat up lime green pickup shot past him, narrowly missing his front bumper.




  The heavy Hummer shimmied around him and he fought the steering wheel to stay in control until the truck came to a complete stop. His heart pounded in his chest and his breath came in gasps. Maniac. What the heck was that all about?




  Bryce watched a white car appear from a side street. A siren began to wail as the red and blue lights on the roof of the car lit up as it sped away, obviously going after the pickup truck. The words on a gold seal on the door read GLAD BEACH SHERIFF in gold letters.




  That was close . Adrenaline coursed through his veins. Clutching the skin above his heart, as if holding it would slow it down, he took slow deep breaths. At least I’m okay and no one was hurt.




  He couldn’t believe some people drove like that. He at least made the effort to be careful, not that it always worked out. But when you have bad luck all the time it wasn’t entirely your fault.




  Bryce blew out a breath then steered the Hummer back onto the highway and drove until he came to the parking lot in front of the Antique Virgin. He turned in, parked in an empty slot then shut off the engine.




  He sat in silence for a few moments looking through the shop’s front window at Sax’s long medium brown hair tied into a pony tail that bobbed and weaved as she disappeared behind the beaded curtain. Her tanned complexion dotted with freckles and the dimple in her left cheek was attractive and her eyes, the color of jade, intrigued him.




  There was something different about Sax. Something that attracted him to her. His brow wrinkled. He didn’t know why and it bothered him. He had to know more about her. Spending time with her was the only way.




  He stepped out of the Hummer, and closed the door with a thump. The sound of cars rushing on the highway made a steady shush sound. The breeze carried the smell of the ocean. He took in a deep breath. He really loved it here. The air was so clean compared to New York.




  He went to enter the shop, the bell hanging over the front door made a dull clunk when he opened it. Bryce frowned and looked upward at the bell over the door. It must be broken.




  He closed the door and the traffic noises disappeared. The smells of the ocean were replaced by the mustiness of the shop. Looking around he spotted a wheeled step stool pushed against the back wall near the bead curtain. He decided to fix the bell to impress Sax. He enjoyed doing nice things for people.




  He also hoped it would make up for Cin and Pep’s rudeness.




  Pep had left for New York already which pleased him. He never cared for his brother-in-law-to-be’s stuck up attitude.




  He retrieved the step stool, picked it up and carried it to the door. He set it up under the bell. He then scrambled to the top step of the step stool and leaned slightly forward on his toes in order to able to study the broken clapper inside the brass bell. The stool wobbled badly underneath him. But he wasn’t worried. This wouldn’t take long.




  “Hello?” Sax called from behind the bead curtain.




  At the sound of Sax’s voice he turned his attention from working on the bell and saw her standing among the beaded strands, her arms filled with a stack of green and yellow striped beach blankets.




  “Uhhh, hi, I thought I’d fix the bell...it doesn’t work, you know.”




  There was a loud crack and the step stool began to sway under his feet like a drunken sailor on a Saturday night and began to wobble. He struggled to maintain his balance flapping his arms like a bird.




  “Whoa!” Bryce’s mouth formed an ‘O’ shape and he froze. His heart beat hard. “Look out!” He cried.




  Suddenly the ladder began to fall to the right when the stool collapsed sideways, throwing him off. Oh crap! He closed his eyes when he saw he was going to fall into a pile of mismatched porcelain dishes. Everything happened so fast all he could do was close his eyes tight and brace himself for the pain that was sure to come.




  Without warning someone slammed into him from behind and arms wrapped around his waist knocking the air from his lungs. He gasped for air as surprisingly strong arms wrapped around his midsection and held him tight as he and his savior flew to his right. A sense of panic came over him. Can’t breathe!




  His heart beat faster when he landed on his side, sending shooting pain up and down his back. The arms around him released him and they rolled away from each other. Bryce rolled onto his back and began to cough as spots danced before his eyes.




  “Man, that hurt!” He finally gasped after he was able to draw in a breath. “I thought I was in real trouble there for a second.”




  “You can look now. But be careful.”




  Bryce opened one eye and looked to his right. His face was only inches from the red and gold face of a dragon. Its solid black eyes were angry and its mouth was open as if were ready to incinerate him. His hard skipped a beat and he swallowed hard.




  I almost fell into that thing. That would have really not been good.




  “Man! Good miss. Thanks.” Bryce swiveled his head to see Sax sitting on the floor with her hands flat on the floor behind her, propping her up.




  “You can say that again. Are you okay?” Sax was breathing hard and her features were flushed.




  Bryce stood and winced due to a twinge of pain in his lower back. Good thing nothing’s broken. “Yeah. Surprisingly.”




  He saw Sax cringe.




  Bryce grinned. “Sorry. What I mean is nothing’s broken. Thanks for saving me.” He winced when there was another pinch in his lower back. He saw what looked like concern in her eyes. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”




  Sax nodded and her features relaxed into a brief smile. “I’m glad you’re okay.” She paused and stood. “I’m fine too, by the way.”




  Bryce realized he’d forgotten to ask about her. Idiot. His cheeks grew warm. He was so selfish sometimes. “Good.” He offered her what he hoped looked like a reassuring smile.




  Good! That’s the best I can do? Bryce looked around them in order to find something to change the subject. The beach towels lay sprawled across the floor where Sax had dropped them. He indicated them with a nod. “Oh dear, the towels.” Sax struggled to hold a strip of her torn pant leg over her bare leg.




  Seeing her pants were ripped he decided he better help. “No worries. I’ll get them.” He knelt down and began to pick the towels up and throwing them over his right arm as went.




  “Oh now, Mr. Kelly don’t worry about those. I’ll pick them up.”




  “It’s the least I can do,” said Bryce. A sharp pain in his back reminded him this was not a great idea. He gritted his teeth and kept going.




  “But I almost committed ladder-cide,” said Sax.




  Bryce threw the last of the towels over his arm and stood. “Ladder-cide?”




  “Yeah, I mean that ladder is a death trap. You could have died.” Sax’s eyes brimmed with tears. Oh crap, I must have upset her somehow. He didn’t mean to hurt her feelings.




  The sight of her crying nearly broke his heart. He didn’t know why, but the sudden need to comfort her was overwhelming. He had never experienced this level of emotion for someone. He wrapped an arm around her. “Oh, now there, there, Sax,” he whispered.




  “No one was hurt. Besides it wasn’t like I was going to break those mirrors on the wall over there. That would have really been some bad luck. About seven years times sixty I’d say.”




  Sax sniffled into his shoulder and chuckled. “No. I guess not. Besides, there are only ten mirrors on that wall.”




  “Who’s breaking my mirrors?” Bryce swiveled his head and saw a man on the low side of sixty enter the shop from the back room. “What’s all the commotion out here?” Now who was this?




  Sax shoved Bryce away from her. Startled by her sudden shove he looked at her with his mouth hanging open. What the…? It’s not like they were doing anything wrong.




  The man’s bushy gray eyebrows shot up when he stared at Sax’s ripped jeans. His eyes came up to lock with Bryce’s. “And what have you done to my daughter?”




  





  Chapter Four




  Sax let the strip of torn cloth drop away revealing her bare leg and smoothed her t-shirt. She shuffled her feet and pushed her glasses up her nose with her index finger. “Huh, Dad this is Bryce Kelly. He’s a customer—”




  Her father had to pick now to come in, just when she was getting her hug on. And Bryce was the best hugger ever.




  “Customer? Of what? A brothel? This ’aint no house of ill repute, mister. We sell antiques. If you’re lookin’ for some whoopee you’ve come to the wrong place.” Sax’s cheeks grew warm. Her father acted so nuts sometimes.




  Bryce laughed and held out his hand. “No, sir of course not. I was in the shop the other day and Saxony and Bertie were helping me pick out a few items for my new house. I recently moved to town.”




  Her father’s hazel eyes narrowed as he studied Bryce’s smiling features. Sax rolled her eyes. Her father thought Bryce was a pimp. Gross. Unbelievable.




  “Well, you seem to know everyone around here except me. Name’s Jack. Good ta meet ya.” Her father grasped Bryce’s hand in his and gave it one sharp shake then released it. Bryce winced in pain.




  Her dad was showing off again. Would he ever lay off the protector role? Why was it whenever she was talking to a good looking guy he felt the need to go all barbaric?




  “You’re new here, eh? What’re your intentions toward my daughter?”




  Bryce grinned. “It’s not what you think, Mr. Edwards. You see Saxony saved me when I fell off the step stoo—”




  Her father spotted the collapsed step stool lying in a twisted heap near the front door. “What happened to my stool?” He gazed at the misshapen stool shaking his head, his fists balled on his narrow hips. “It’s useless now. I was going to fix it.”




  Was he kidding? “When, Dad?” said Sax. “It’s been sitting against that wall for a year.”




  Her father glared at her. “It’s on the list.” Nope, he’s not kidding.




  Her father’s to-do list of chores now stretched from Glad Beach to the moon and back. A slight exaggeration, but not very far from the truth.




  Not that her father was lazy, far from it, but he suffered from a bad case of procrastination-itis.




  Sometimes she thought her father should have his own telethon. Distractions were the worst. Anything could suddenly catch his attention, drawing him away from whatever he was supposed to be doing.




  “No worries, sir. I’ll buy you a new one,” offered Bryce.




  Her father waved away Bryce’s offer. “Naw, forget it. Accidents happen.” He shifted his gaze to Sax. “Accidents happen around here all the time.”




  Sax’s body tensed. He’s gonna tell Bryce about my problem. Fear grew in the pit of her stomach. Bryce would think she was strange. And no guys she knew want to hangout with girls who were strange.




  Instead, without another word her father scowled then spun on his heel and disappeared through the beaded curtain, accompanied by the clicking of plastic beads.




  When Bryce looked at Sax his gaze seemed sheepish and sympathetic. “Does your father say stuff like that brothel bit very often?” She was relieved he didn’t ask her dad what he meant about accidents.




  She smiled. “You have no idea.”




  “Listen, Sax, I’m going sailing this morning and I thought you might want to come along.”




  Sax had never been sailing in her life but any chance to get away from the antique shop seemed like a good idea. “I don’t know,” she said, her voice hesitant. I can’t just run off and leave Mom and Dad. Can I?




  She looked into Bryce’s eyes. His blue eyes were so inviting she thought for a second she’d dive into them. They were as blue as the ocean on a summer’s day. She shook off the feeling of being lost in his eyes. He certainly made her juices flow.




  “Oh, c’mon, Sax. It’ll be fun.” Is he asking me out? But that couldn’t be right, he was engaged.




  She needed a break from the shop. All she ever did was sleep, eat and work.




  Mostly I want to because I like him and he’s so handsome. She knew it was wrong to go out with another woman’s fiancée. But this wasn’t a date and she did want to go with him. And her Dad did hurt him.




  She'd never been so riddled by indecision.




  A crash and a yell from the back of the shop made up her mind. She closed her eyes and sighed. That tears it. She opened her eyes to the pleading smile on Bryce’s handsome face. I must be out of my mind.




  “Yeah. Sure, why not. What time do ya wanta go?”




  Bryce’s features broke into a wide smile and his eyes twinkled. “Great. How about right now? I was headed to Pearson’s Perch where my sailboat is tied up. We can be hitting the sail in half an hour.”




  “But what about Cinnamon? Doesn’t she want to go along?”




  Bryce’s eyes lost their twinkle and his smile dissipated. She wondered if there was something wrong with his fiancée. Hold it right there, girl. His impending marriage was way too personal and, she decided, none of her business.




  He shook his head. “No. I’m afraid sailing isn’t her thing.”




  It wasn’t hers either but she was going sailing.




  “Oh, well then I guess it would be all right.” If he was my fiancé I wouldn’t like it, but that’s me.




  “Can we stop at my house so I can change?”




  Bryce looked at her torn pants and chuckled. “Of course.” Sax walked to the coat tree by the front door and grabbed her




  windbreaker. She knew it was a big mistake to go with him, but she needed to do something for herself for a change. She pulled the jacket on then zipped it closed. After opening the shop door Bryce walked out ahead of her. She paused and glanced over her shoulder at the bead curtain. She was leaving her parents alone in the shop for the first time ever. Guilt made her hesitate.




  I better let Dad know I’m leaving . “Bye, Dad, I’m going sailing with Bryce.” Sax called before she closed the door behind her. His muffled reply disappeared as she stepped outside and closed the door behind her. The cool ocean breeze in the parking lot washed over her. She smiled. She did it. She made it out the door.




  This was a new day for her, the day she stepped out on her own for the first time in her life. Yeah, right. Like she was going to leave her mom and dad, ever.




  Her mother would never be able to handle her father without her, he was too nuts.




  She immediately chastised herself. That’s not fair, girl. Her dad was sick. His strange behavior wasn’t his fault. She would at least get a few hours of reprieve.




  Bryce helped her step up to the passenger seat of his Hummer then he walked around the front and climbed in the driver’s side. A few hours away from the shop would be fun. She never thought Bryce would come back. Now she was going sailing with him. It thrilled her to think a man was interested in her enough to come back for her and ask her to do anything with him.




  After starting the engine, he steered the truck to the parking lot’s exit and waited for a gap in the cars and motor homes that streamed by on the highway. Finally, he smoothly gunned the engine and blended into traffic headed south.




  She smiled briefly at Bryce after he glanced at her then she shifted on the leather seat and looked out the passenger side window. I can’t believe I’m this close to him. She thought about touching his arm but held back.




  Instead she folded her hands in her lap but that didn’t feel natural so she placed one arm on the door frame. The window was closed and the shiny door frame was smooth so her arm slipped off into her lap.




  She shifted her bottom on the seat and the leather schussed to her movement. Her emotions were running high and her stomach was in knots. Though she’d tried to rationalize this it still seemed wrong. Bryce was engaged. She liked him and there was something about him that seemed different than any man she’d met before. Not that she’d met a lot of men but the way he looked at her was as if he’d known her all his life. She couldn’t explain it but she had similar feelings about him. Another reason she’d agreed to go along was to find out why.




  Bryce glanced at her. “You okay?”




  “Oh, yeah. No worries. I’m fine.”




  The Hummer’s interior smelled of coffee and cinnamon toast, a reminder that Bryce was engaged.




  Her mom often said you could tell a lot about a person by how their car smells. He even smelled engaged. Sax sighed to herself. Girl, when you set yourself up for a mistake you at least make ’em big.




  Bryce broke the silence. “I’m so glad you agreed to come along. I really need someone with local knowledge of these waters. I’ve never navigated the Oregon coast. And we can talk about some decoration ideas for my house.”




  Sax nodded and clasped her hands together. As if realizing what he just said her heart started beating faster and she took in a deep breath trying to calm her frazzled nerves.




  Wait, what? Did he just say he expected he expected her to help navigate? Why would he even think she knew how to sail?




  Maybe I should’ve told him I’ve never been sailing in my life.




  





  





  Chapter Five




  They stopped at her parents’ house just long enough for Sax to run in and change into fresh jeans. She also put on a grey hoodie over her windbreaker. Bryce asked to wait in his truck.




  The house was two stories high with five bedrooms, three bathrooms, and was painted royal purple. It certainly stood out in the neighborhood. Before she got out he said, “Boy, your parent’s house sure is something, eh?”




  “Huh, yeah,” Sax agreed, pleased he had wanted to wait outside for her.




  She didn’t want to ask him in because he would see her eccentric parents’ junk and he’d think she was as crazy as them. Everyone in town thought her parents were nuts. And as everyone knows nuts don’t fall far from the tree.




  She glanced at Bryce . He appeared calm and confident. Why should he be any different?




  By the time they arrived at Pearson’s Perch a rain squall had come and gone. The pavement in the parking lot above the dock was slick with rain and the puddles were like rainbows where spilled gasoline mingled with the collected rain water.




  They got out of the Hummer and Sax joined Bryce in front of the truck’s shiny grill.




  “This is nice,” said Bryce.




  “Yeah, smells like the ocean. All salty and fishy.”




  Bryce looked at her and grinned. “Yeah. I like the smells of the ocean too.”
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