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    Port Angeles, Washington. 1926


    


    Laurie Burke clutched the steering wheel of her father’s Model T as the car lurched down the deserted road toward the beach, the headlights barely denting the dark night. Rain spilled over the edges of the canvas top and soaked her coat, wetting her to the skin. The automobile plowed through a low bog, tires casting up a spray of muddy water.


    If it weren’t for her brother, Laurie would be asleep in her bed. She tapped her fingernails against the wheel and breathed a quick prayer. One honorable man in my life—is that too much to ask, God?


    As the road veered to the west, tracing the coastline, Laurie slowed the automobile to a crawl, scanning the murky shadows for signs of life. A darkened vehicle waited on the side of the road. Perched near the edge of the bluff, the car’s front wheels pointed in the direction of the Straits, not that one could see the water on a night like this.


    Carefully, she guided the Ford in beside the other automobile. Empty. She hadn’t expected to spot lovers necking in the front seat, but only fools would be out on a storm-swept beach in the dark of night.


    Laurie twisted a long strand of beads as her stomach churned. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Please God, don’t let my brother be one of those fools.


    Hands shaking, she retrieved the flashlight, one of her father’s prized possessions from his time in the Great War. In his current state, she couldn’t imagine he’d notice it missing.


    Before lifting the hood over her hair, she ran fingers through the short locks, still adjusting to the sensation of the cropped edges curling around her ears. She’d long admired the girls at work with their stylish bobs, so when Amelia had offered, Laurie jumped at the opportunity, even against her father’s wishes. Now, with the cold air rushing down her neck, she felt like a freshly shorn lamb turned out to an icy pasture.


    The wind pressed against the door as Laurie rattled the handle. With a mighty heave, she flung it open, her shoes squelching in the mud as she stepped to the ground. The gale sent her hood flying, chilly droplets pelting her face. The flashlight tumbled from Laurie’s fingers as she turned her back to the wind.


    Laurie wrestled the hood into place before scanning the ground at her feet. She crouched, feeling around in the muck until her fingers brushed the cold metal. With a push of the button, the light clicked on. Standing, she swung the beam in a wide arc, searching for the path that wound down the bluff to the beach. Images of long-ago summer picnics flooded her mind, the memory of mother’s hand warm around hers, Johnny running ahead to be the first to the water’s edge. The plan seemed sound earlier, but now her knees trembled. The tree branches above her head thrashed like a thousand arms waving her away. Laurie steeled herself. If her brother was on that beach, she wanted to know.


    Movement near the other automobile drew her eyes and lifted the hair on her arms. She aimed the beam at the car—empty. She swung the flashlight in a protective circle, pausing at each suspicious shadow.


    Just pretend it’s a lovely summer afternoon. Laurie squared her shoulders and stepped away from the relative safety of her father’s car. Her confidence lasted for all of six steps before she caught her toe on a tangled root and pitched forward, landing on her hands and knees in the mud. Tears stung at her eyes. Johnny, I’m going to wring your neck when I catch up with you.


    Laurie wrinkled her nose at the muck and pushed herself up to her knees. The flashlight created a comforting bubble of light around her.


    It also helped her see the unexpected hand as it clamped onto her arm.


    Laurie shrieked. Swinging the flashlight, she brought it down on the strange wrist with a loud crack.


    The arm recoiled as a yelp rang through the dark night.


    Heart pounding, she swung a second time, the glow illuminating the man’s face just before the hard metal impacted it, the flashlight ricocheting from her fingers. Laurie scrambled backward, dragging her new coat through the mud.


    “Wait, wait,” a voice panted.


    Laurie swallowed the urge to scream, her throat clenching. Could she find the car in the dark? And what good would it do? She’d never get it cranked in time.


    The light blazed in her direction. She struggled to her feet, determined to put a safe distance between herself and this stranger.


    “No, stop! I’m not going to hurt you!”


    Laurie darted for the trees and threw herself into the ferns surrounding their bases, heart pounding.


    “I was just trying to help. I’m sorry I frightened you.” He pointed the flashlight under his chin, the light illuminating his features and pooling under the brim of his hat. “Please, come out.”


    The glowing face did little to reassure her. Laurie shivered in the brush. Which terrified her more—the strange man or the pitch-black forest? She cleared her throat. “Who are you?”


    The light swung back toward her, glaring in her eyes. Laurie pressed lower into the dripping plants.


    “My name is Daniel Shepherd. And I—well, as ridiculous as it sounds on a night like tonight—I was delivering something. I thought I saw lights out on the beach, so I stopped.”


    Laurie lifted her head. “Let me see your face again.”


    The stranger obliged. Not one of Johnny’s mill buddies—a point in his favor.


    Laurie struggled to her feet, her coat slimed with a combination of mud and pine needles.


    The man remained motionless, pointing the light at her feet as if to guide her steps. “I am sorry.”


    She stopped a few feet away and stretched out her hand. “I’ll need my light.”


    “Of course.” He held it out, handle first. “I hope you won’t be using it as a weapon this time.”


    She snatched it and scuttled backward.


    He touched the red welt below his eye and winced. “Can I ask a question now?”


    Laurie swallowed, willing her shaking knees to still. “Yes.”


    “Who are you—and do you know why those people are out on the beach during a rainstorm?”


    “That’s two questions.” She scrutinized him in the flashlight’s dull glow. The man’s nice coat and hat set him apart from the typical Port Angeles mill-rats. Perhaps a banker or a doctor? He didn’t look like trouble. Sometimes a handsome face equals trouble.


    She held the light with one hand and jammed the other into her coat pocket for warmth. “Th-they’re oyster picking.”


    The man’s eyes narrowed. “Oysters?” His cheek twitched as if he fought a smile. “Of course.” Rain dripped from the edge of his hat, the corner of his mouth curving upward. “Is this a good beach for . . . oysters?”


    “The best.” Laurie tipped the beam higher so she could get a clearer view of the dimple in his cheek. “Do you like oysters, Mr. Shepherd?”


    “Well, I haven’t had them in years, but I believe it’s practically a staple around here, isn’t it?” He lifted a hand to shield his eyes.


    Laurie lowered her arm so the light puddled on the man’s chest, illuminating the tie and jacket and the chiseled edge of his chin. “Yes. We love our oysters.”


    The rain pattered down around them, the silence growing awkward. She shook her head at the absurdity of the moment. “Does it strike you odd we’re discussing seafood in the middle of the night?”


    “In a rainstorm, yes.” The dimple reappeared, accompanying a brief smile. “Perhaps we could discuss it another time?”


    A flutter rose in her belly. “What do you mean?”


    He took a step closer. “I mean to say, I hope we can speak again, sometime. In the daylight, of course.” He tipped his hat back, providing a clear view of his face.


    Nice face. Laurie shook herself. She needed to remember why she was here. Flirting with strangers wasn’t on the agenda. “I should go. My friends might need help with their”—she cleared her throat—“their oysters.”


    “Would you like me to walk you down there?”


    Laurie pulled her mud-splattered coat close. “I’m familiar with the trail, thank you.” She took a step backward, hesitant to leave the warmth of their brief conversation.


    “You didn’t tell me your name.” His soft voice crossed the space between them


    “Laurie—Laurie Burke.”


    His eyebrows rose. “Burke? It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Burke. I think I know some of your family.”


    Her hope faded like a candle snuffed by the rain.


    “My name is Shepherd, I—”


    “Yes, so you said. Now, if you’ll please excuse me . . . ” She spun on her heel, leaving him standing in the rain. The last thing she wanted to do was discuss her family.


    “Good night, Miss Burke.” His voice trailed after her.


    The rain eased, but her shoes slipped along the leaf-strewn ground. Laurie chose her steps with care. She risked a quick glance over her shoulder, but Mr. Shepherd had been swallowed by the shadows. A twinge tugged at her heart. It’s for the best. Still, meeting a handsome and mysterious stranger on the bluff brought a flicker of excitement to this otherwise discouraging night.


    She picked her way down the steep trail. The sky cleared, a gusty wind driving the clouds from their places and the moon casting a dim radiance over the beach. Switching off her light, she allowed her eyes to adjust to the gloom.


    In the distance, a lantern rested on the sand, illuminating the feet and legs of a small group of people gathered around two boats. The men hefted bulky, burlap sacks, stacking them on the ground. Crude voices and laughter rang clear in the damp air.


    Laurie pushed her fingers deep into the pockets of her wool coat, all traces of warmth vanishing. She stalked toward the figures, the sand shifting with every step. Pausing a few feet away, she flicked on the flashlight, its beam slicing through the darkness. The men shouted, arms flying to shield their faces. Two dove over the side of the boat into the shallow surf. The burst of activity reminded her of kicking over rocks to watch crabs scuttle across the sand.


    She directed the light at each individual in turn, recognizing several—from church, of all places. Her brother stood stock-still at the water’s edge, a bag balanced on his shoulder, his hat pushed low on his head.


    “Johnny.” Her stomach twisted.


    Squinting against the glare, he lowered the burlap sack onto the shore. “Laurie? Blast it all, girl—what are you doing here?”


    A couple of heads popped up from the waves like sea lions.


    Johnny strode to where she stood and wrenched the light from her as he swung his own in a wide arc around the beach. He turned on Laurie, eyes bulging. “Are you crazy? What were you thinking? You could get us all locked up.”


    Laurie folded her arms. “I was thinking my brother had more sense than to fall in with rumrunners. But I guess I was wrong.”


    Johnny grabbed Laurie’s elbow and yanked her away from the boats. “How did you know?”


    “I heard you on the telephone. I’d hoped you’d taken a real delivery job, not this sort of nonsense.” She spit the words in his face. “What about Dad? Are you the one bringing him liquor?”


    “Just shut up about it, will you? You know we need the money.” He glanced up at the bluff. “How did you get out here?”


    Laurie set her jaw. “I drove the Ford.”


    “Our lookout just let you waltz onto the beach? What is he doing, sleeping?”


    Laurie’s heart fell. Daniel Shepherd—it figures.


    Johnny kicked at the ground, sending up a spray of wet sand. “Worthless piece of dung.” He pushed his hands against his eyes. “Shoot, if you’d been a G-man you could have busted this whole operation wide open.”


    Laurie grabbed his arm. “That’s what I mean. It’s not worth the risk.”


    He shook her loose. “Go home, Laurie.” Johnny turned and trudged away.


    She stumbled and fought to regain her balance on the slippery rocks. “Maybe I should call those federal agents.” Her voice rose over the roar of the wind.


    When her brother rounded on her, Laurie gasped and darted toward the path. He caught her three steps later, his arm locked around her midsection, pinning her arms to her sides.


    She shrieked as he spun her around, the icy gleam in his eye reminding her of their father. “Johnny, I’m sorry.”


    He grunted in response, hauling her to the grass at the bottom of the bluff. “Go home. And keep your trap shut.”


    Laurie wound her way up the path, swallowing hard against the lump in her throat.


    Mr. Shepherd waited at the top. He reached out a hand as if to assist her in the final climb. “So, how are those oysters?”


    A sour taste crawled up her throat. She brushed aside his hand. “I just remembered, there’s a law against gathering oysters under the cover of darkness.”


    He glanced toward the pinpricks of lights on the beach. “Well, if it’s the middle of the night, who’s going to know?”


    Laurie examined the man’s rugged jaw and wide smile in the moonlight. If she’d met him on the streets of Port Angeles, she’d never have guessed he was a common criminal. “Doesn’t make it right.” She headed back toward the automobiles.


    “I suppose there’s a few men down there who might get hurt if somebody were to find out.”


    A prickle climbed Laurie’s back. A threat? She pulled her coat close. “Then we’d better make sure nobody says anything.”


    Mr. Shepherd reached for the Ford’s crank. “They won’t be hearing it from me. I’d hate to see harm come to anyone.” The engine rattled to life.


    Laurie slipped into the driver’s seat. “I think we understand each other.”


    He leaned against the automobile. “I actually don’t like oysters, much, myself.” His voice softened.


    She stared at his hands, resting on the top rim of the door. If only. “Me, either.”


    The tires slithered through the mire as she backed out into the night. She wanted to get as much distance between her and her brother’s mistakes as she could before dawn.
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    As the taillights disappeared into the night, Daniel shook himself. Johnny’s kid sister had sure grown into a beautiful young woman. A shame she’d fallen in with rumrunners. Johnny, too, most likely.


    He reached into his pocket and touched the coin he kept as a reminder of his past. He certainly couldn’t cast any stones at the Burke family.


    Welcome home, Daniel.


    Blowing on his hands to warm them, Daniel turned toward his own automobile. He didn’t relish getting back on that rutted, twisty road. Late night deliveries from the drugstore had never been a problem in Seattle, but out here in the sticks, it was a different story. Next time, he’d take Granddad’s advice and tell them to wait until morning.


    Daniel shook the moisture from his coat before climbing in the driver’s seat. The rain had finally stopped and the sky lightened toward dawn. He stretched his arms up over his head. The long night had not been a complete waste. He closed his eyes for a moment, remembering the all-too-brief smile on Laurie Burke’s face. Oysters. No one went to Crescent Beach for oysters. But, it definitely had natural beauty—even in the dark of night.


    Johnny Burke’s little sister. Maybe there’s some hope for this old town, after all.


    He reached down and switched on the ignition. The engine rumbled in response. Throwing one arm across the back of the seat, he eased the car backward onto the highway. When he turned forward once more, he paused. The headlamps cut a path through the dark night, exposing a car hidden in the brush, a shadowy figure reclining behind the wheel.


    Daniel shook his head as he drove away. Apparently he and Miss Burke had not been alone, after all.
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    Laurie! You did it—you got your hair bobbed!” Anne-Marie’s shrill voice cut through the bright office.


    Laurie stood on tiptoes as she tucked her bag up on the shelf above the coat rack, wincing as the stiff muscles in her neck complained. The headache had started behind her eyes during the long drive from the beach, but now it seemed to have spread throughout her body. Maybe she’d stop at Larson’s Drugs after work and pick up some headache powders.


    Anne-Marie and Susan swept into the coatroom, rushing at Laurie with wide smiles.


    “Let me look at you.” Anne-Marie reached out to touch Laurie’s finger waves. “Don’t you just love it? Oh, wait—let me see it with the hat.” She pulled Laurie’s cloche off the hook and plopped it on her head.


    Laurie dug her toes into her shoes and waited while the young women fluttered around her.


    “It’s perfect, Laurie. Did Amelia cut it for you?” Susan glanced back at the workstations.


    “Do you think she’d do mine, too?” Anne-Marie fingered a wisp of her strawberry blonde hair. “My mother will simply kill me.” Her laugh bounced off the walls of the small room. “But I am an adult, after all.”


    The mention of mothers jabbed at Laurie’s heart. She removed the hat, gripping the narrow, turned-down brim. “Well, at least I don’t have to ask anyone’s permission.”


    Anne-Marie’s eyes widened. “What did your father say?”


    Laurie ran her hand over her hair, checking the waves. “He thought it looked very smart.” She hung the hat back on the hook. More like, “Watch your smart mouth.” Laurie strode to her workstation.


    Susan hurried to catch up with her. “Your hair looks adorable, Laurie, but the rest of you?” She clucked her tongue. “What’s going on? Is your father ill again?”


    How often had Laurie used that excuse? People were going to think her father was an invalid. “No, I’ve just had trouble sleeping. Headaches, mostly.”


    “Perhaps you should see Dr. Pierce.”


    Doctor Pierce dosed most of his patients with a generous serving of brandy. His bulbous red nose suggested he wasn’t opposed to self-medicating. Laurie squeezed Susan’s hand. “It’s just a little headache, I’ll be fine.”


    Sinking into her chair at the end of the long row of switchboards, Laurie settled the headset over her ears. She took a moment to press cool fingers against her temples, hoping to push the pain aside. Every time she closed her eyes, she pictured Johnny down at the beach, a load of whiskey at his feet, or her father when she arrived home—passed out on the sofa, an empty bottle clutched to his chest.


    Six years had passed since the country went dry. How come everyone around her was sopping wet?


    Her earpiece buzzed. Laurie cleared her throat. “Number please?” She grasped the cord, prepared to make the switch. Less than four seconds, like her boss always said.


    “PA-1477. Mrs. Harold Murdock calling for Mrs. James Smith.”


    “Yes, Mrs. Murdock, I will connect you directly. Thank you.” Laurie pushed the cord into the appropriate outlet with a click.


    The rest of the day passed in a mind-numbing blur of voices, cords, and switches. At least it prevented her from fantasizing about a certain handsome stranger. Naturally, he turned out to be a low-life scoundrel—she drew them like mosquitoes. But it didn’t mean she had to push up her sleeves and invite them to take a bite.


    By quitting time, her head throbbed, eyelids dry as sand paper. Laurie shoved her arms into her coat sleeves. After a quick stop at Larson’s drugstore, she’d head home to start dinner. She’d poured two cups of coffee down her father this morning to get him off to the mill before the whistle blew. By dinnertime, he’d be exhausted and hungry as a bear.


    Laurie buttoned her coat, the fraying edges a reminder that her newer one was in need of a good sponging. She waved to the girls and stepped out onto Main Street, taking a deep breath of the fresh spring air. Thankfully the breeze blew the stench of the pulp mill out over the water and not into the streets.


    She tucked her hands into her pockets and window-shopped down the street. The mercantile had beautiful spring hats on display, if only she could squirrel away a few more dollars from her paycheck. The blue one would likely do for another season. Maybe she could add a few silk flowers.


    “Laurie!”


    Laurie’s spirits lifted as Amelia hurried down the street, a shopping bag perched on one hip, a pink sweater matching the blush in her cheeks. “I’m so glad to see you. I was hoping we could stop by Larson’s and then walk home together. I have been craving a soda for days and your brother never seems to have time to take me anymore.” Amelia shifted the bag to her other side.


    “Another soda? We just went two days ago.” Laurie steered the conversation away from her brother.


    Her friend laughed as she caught her breath. “What can I say? I’ve got a sweet tooth.”


    “I only have a few minutes. I need to get supper on.”


    The women linked arms and walked down the street together. Amelia, at barely five feet tall, had to tilt her head to look up at Laurie’s hair. “How did you do this morning? Did you style it like I showed you?”


    Laurie touched her hat. “I was pretty busy getting Daddy ready, but I managed a few waves. Of course, this hat crushed most of my hard work. It’s a little too snug.”


    Amelia’s hand tightened on her arm. “How’s Johnny?”


    Laurie’s heart ached. “He’s—he’s working a lot. I haven’t seen much of him.”


    Amelia sighed and stared at the ground as they walked. “Me, either.”


    Planters loaded with sunny yellow daffodils lined the walk outside Larson’s store. The door’s cheery jingle never failed to inspire a flood of childhood memories. Laurie could almost taste the penny candy.


    Old Mr. Larson added the soda fountain to the drugstore last summer, creating an immediate sensation in the small community. Even the grizzled old loggers from the lumber camps came dragging out of the woods to perch on Larson’s cherry-red stools and sip the bubbly concoctions.


    “Well, if it isn’t Miss Burke and Miss White.” Miles Larson ran a washcloth down the long marble counter. “Peas in a pod, you two are!”


    Laurie smiled. “It’s good to see you, Mr. Larson.”


    The older man adjusted his glasses. “It’s always a treat when you young ladies stop by. Have you come to pick up your father’s prescription, Laurie?”


    Laurie bit her lip. That was the last thing her father needed. “No, sir. Amelia and I just thought we’d stop in for a soda.”


    “Well, you look like you could use a little pick-me-up with those dark circles under your eyes. You aren’t coming down with something, are you?”


    She settled herself onto a stool. “No, I’m fine—just a little headache.”


    “Well, they say that soda is the best thing for that. The bubbles help to ease the tension and the sugar gives your spirits a lift at the same time.” He pulled two tall glasses from the shelf. “How about a cherry cola?”


    “That sounds perfect, Mr. Larson.”


    He added syrup to the glass as he looked over the top of his wire-framed glasses at Amelia. “And a cherry phosphate for you, like usual, young lady?”


    A bright smile crossed Amelia’s face. “No, not today. A green river, I think.”


    Mr. Larson topped Laurie’s drink with seltzer water. “Trying to keep me guessing, are you?” He wiped the edge of the glass with a napkin and added a straw before setting it on the counter.


    Amelia’s giggle bubbled over like the soda. “I thought I’d try something new.”


    As Mr. Larson reached for the lime syrup, he glanced up at Laurie. “That’s a new haircut, isn’t it?”


    Laurie tucked a wave behind her ear. “Yes. Just yesterday, in fact.”


    “I cut it for her, Mr. Larson.” Amelia beamed. “Doesn’t she just look divine?”


    The pharmacist grinned. “It looks just fine, ladies. It might just take some getting used to for an old fellow like me. The fashions these days . . . women trying to look like men with their short hair, men wearing trousers so baggy they look like skirts. I don’t understand it, but I guess I don’t have to, do I?” Mr. Larson placed Amelia’s drink in front of her.


    Laurie touched her hair and glanced at her reflection in the mirrored back of the soda fountain. She hoped she didn’t look like a man. Movement drew her attention. Speaking of men—a dark-haired one with broad shoulders was approaching from the back of the store.


    Mr. Larson leaned forward. “Ladies, I don’t know if you would remember my grandson . . . ”


    Laurie stared at the mirror, a flush creeping up her neck. The man’s smile was unmistakable—even in the daylight.
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    When her intense blue eyes locked on him, every intelligent word disappeared from Daniel’s mind. He’d been trying to forget the woman all day and now she sat, just three feet away, golden-brown hair glinting in the low-angled rays of sunshine drifting through the large front windows. She sat with her back straight, shapely legs curved around the side of the stool’s center post.


    If only he’d inherited his grandfather’s gift for small talk. After fifty years behind the drugstore counter, Granddad knew everyone in town and the fastest way to put them at ease. The skill kept customers flocking to his business and ignoring his competitor on Third Avenue.


    A bell-shaped hat cupped around Miss Burke’s face, framing her cropped hair and intensifying her gaze. Her lips parted ever-so-slightly and a pink blush spread across her cheeks.


    Her companion spun the stool around to face him. “You’re Mr. Larson’s grandson?” A pair of warm brown eyes sparkled as she grinned at him, a spray of freckles dancing across a heart-shaped face.


    Granddad stepped out from behind the counter and clasped Daniel on the shoulder. “Yes, this is my grandson, Daniel Shepherd. He grew up here, but ran off to the University of Washington as soon as he was of age.”


    The young woman held out her hand. “I’m Amelia White.”


    Daniel cleared his throat and took her hand. “It’s a pleasure.”


    Miss Burke swiveled on her stool, the blue of her eyes stealing the air from his lungs.


    Miss White, apparently unaware of Daniel’s predicament, slid off her seat still grasping his hand. “Mr. Shepherd, this is my friend, Laurie Burke.”


    Daniel managed a nod. His throat had gathered cobwebs. He coughed once before speaking. “I think Miss Burke and I have already met.”


    Miss Burke’s eyes widened, the blush on her cheeks darkening. “No, I don’t believe we have, Mr. Shepherd.”


    Obviously she wouldn’t admit to meeting him. He reached into his pants pocket and took hold of the coin inside, running it between his fingers as he thought. “I’m sorry. You looked familiar to me, but I must be mistaken.”


    She fidgeted and shook her head, causing her wavy hair to bounce against her pink cheeks.


    Daniel searched for the perfect mixture of words to neutralize the awkward moment. “I know—you’re related to Johnny Burke, right? He and I went to high school together.”


    Miss Burke lips pulled back from her teeth. Apparently he’d just stepped from one viper’s nest to another.


    Miss White’s features, on the other hand, lit up like a light bulb. “You know Johnny? Why, that’s Laurie’s brother!” She turned to Miss Burke, bouncing on her toes. “Laurie, he’s a friend of Johnny’s. We should get them together. Maybe we could all meet somewhere for dinner or something.”


    Laurie Burke turned to her friend. “Amelia, I think I’ve had enough soda.” She stood, reaching for her pocketbook.


    Her friend caught her sleeve, a pout springing to her lips. “No, Laurie, please stay longer. What about your headache?”


    “I feel much better now and I really should get home.” She slid a nickel onto the counter for her drink.


    Daniel leapt on a new tactic. “I could mix you up something—for your headache, I mean.”


    She glanced at him, eyes narrowed. “No, thank you. I’m fine.”


    Granddad wiped the counter with a damp cloth. “Before you go, Miss Burke, let Daniel fetch your father’s prescription. I’m sure Ray would appreciate it if you brought it with you.”


    Finally, a way to get back into the lady’s good graces. Daniel hurried across the store and slipped behind the druggist counter, checking under the counter for packages. Bottles stood in a neat line, names handwritten on the labels. He crouched down, balancing on his heels. “Burke, Burke . . . ” He pushed several containers aside before spotting one marked with a government seal. Amber-colored liquid washed against the glass walls as he pulled it closer.


    WHISKEY, PROOF 100. For Medical Purposes only. Sale or use for other purposes will cause heavy penalties to be inflicted. Patient: Raymond Burke. Physician: Dr. Philip Pierce.


    His throat clenched. His grandfather dispensed alcohol? Daniel shook his head. So does every drugstore from here to Florida. His fingers curled around the neck of the bottle, the smooth glass warm and familiar in his grasp. Too familiar. Sweat broke out across his palm as his hand trembled. Gripping the bottle, he straightened.


    Miss Burke had followed him across the store. He plunked the bottle down on the pharmacy counter, the sound echoing through the quiet store. The young woman flinched.


    A chill descended on Daniel, as if he’d stepped into a cold rainstorm. I thought I left this all behind in Seattle. He released the bottle’s curves, pushing his hand into his pocket and pressing the smooth-edged coin into his palm. Give me strength, Lord. “Raymond Burke? Is that your father’s name?”


    A tiny crease puckered between her brows. “Yes.”


    The woman he had spent so much time thinking about today not only associated with bootleggers, but also bought alcohol at the drugstore. Daniel frowned. “I’ll slip it in a bag for you.”


    [image: 59150.png]


    Laurie snatched the package from Mr. Shepherd’s hand, her eyes stinging.


    Mr. Shepherd leaned across the counter and lowered his voice. “I’m glad to see you got home all right.”


    Laurie drew in a quick breath. “I can take care of myself.”


    “I see that.”


    Her heart thudded in her chest. He already knew about Johnny—now he knew about her father, too.


    “Tell Johnny I said hello.”


    Mr. Shepherd’s gray eyes reminded Laurie of darkening storm clouds just before a lightning strike. She could still hear his words from last night: I wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt.


    Mr. Larson was such a sweet old man. Didn’t he realize his grandson was a scheming rumrunner and gangster?


    As she stared into the handsome face masking the heart of a scoundrel, Laurie straightened her shoulders. If Daniel Shepherd believed she would be easily intimidated, he was dead wrong. She’d lived with her father long enough to learn a thing or two. She set the bag down, placed both palms against the counter and leaned forward. “Does your grandfather know what you are?”


    The color washed from his face. “What do you mean?”


    It was too late to play innocent. She recognized a crook when she saw one, and she wasn’t going to let him bully her into submission. “You know exactly what I’m talking about, you and your midnight deliveries.”


    His brow furrowed, which only made his gray eyes more startling.


    Laurie snatched the bag and turned away, stashing the bottle under her coat.


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    



    



    



    The bacon hissed and bubbled, its rich scent wafting up into Laurie’s face as she leaned over the stove. She turned it carefully with a fork, pulling back just as a splatter of grease popped free of the pan. A golden stack of pancakes waited in the oven.


    Laurie swept her drawing papers into a neat stack at the end of the kitchen table, out of the reach of accidental spills and smears. Her mouth dried as she stared at the top sketch. The unsettling image had demanded to be recorded, not releasing her until she’d put pencil to paper. A shadowy stranger in the foreground gazed out over the windswept bluff and down to the straits, where two boats floated on the waves.


    Heavy footsteps clomped on the back porch. Laurie dropped the paper on top of the sketchbook, scurrying back to the stove.


    The back door window framed her father’s weary face, bushy brows squeezed together and low over his granite-colored eyes. Her heart skipped as he wrestled with the knob.


    She sped across the shabby yellow floor and yanked the door open.


    Father’s hunched shoulders straightened as he stepped over the threshold. “Why did you lock the door, girl? You knew I was on my way home.”


    Laurie bit her lip. The door hadn’t been locked, but she knew better than to say so. “Dinner’s ready. You hungry?”


    He grunted. “I’m so hungry that I could eat the plate and silverware along with whatever’s on them.” He sucked in a deep whiff through his nose. “Is that bacon?”


    Laurie nodded. “And coffee, too.”


    He set his tin lunch bucket down on the counter with a clatter and sank down in the kitchen chair. He lifted a cup. “Fill ’er up.”


    Laurie relaxed. The one thing that could get her father in decent spirits was dinner—especially if she served breakfast foods. He could be in the foulest of moods and a geyser of complaints, but he rarely grumbled about hot food. Assuming she had it ready when he walked in the door, she could count on him being good-tempered—at least as long as the food lasted.


    She tipped the coffeepot, sending a stream of the dark brown liquid into his cup. “How was your day?”


    He pulled the cup to his lips and blew gently across the surface of the earthy-smelling brew. A grunt followed. “Don’t ask.” His grizzled brows pulled low over his eyes.


    Laurie gripped the warm platter of hotcakes with a towel and set it down in front of him, adding the pile of bacon to the side of the plate. She pulled a lump of butter from the icebox and placed it on the table next to the molasses and applesauce. Stopping for a moment to lean on the back of one of the chairs, she studied her father’s face. Lines crossed his brow and circles darkened his eyes. His late night couldn’t have helped his outlook at work.


    “Your brother was late, again.” He scooped up a spoonful of applesauce and slathered it on his stack of pancakes.


    Laurie fetched the cinnamon from the spice rack, placing it at her father’s elbow before he thought to ask for it. Her shoulders tensed at the mention of Johnny. Did Dad know what her brother was doing?


    Dad’s fingers closed around the bottle and he slid the cap off, adding a dusting to his applesauce. He set the bottle down without bothering to replace the cover. “He’d better be more careful. The big man don’t take kindly to the boys turning up late and hung over.” The edges of his eyelids were rimmed with red from his own late-night pursuits.


    Her stomach leapt. “Johnny was hung over?” She dropped into the nearest chair. Even at the worst of times, Johnny rarely drank. She’d assumed he’d gotten into rumrunning for the money, not the booze.


    “Most of the boys were, anyway. Don’t rightly know about him.” Her father ran a big hand through his thinning hair. “But he was late.”


    Laurie leaned back, releasing the breath she held trapped in her chest. She didn’t need another drunk in her life. As long as Johnny still had some good sense in his head, maybe she could talk him out of this rumrunning business.


    “That a new picture?” Dad nodded at her stack of drawings as he shoved a forkful of pancake into his mouth. “Let me see.”


    She picked up the drawing and held it out.


    A flash of recognition crossed his face. “Crescent Beach, ain’t it? We used to go out there for picnics, back . . . ” His voice faded and his eyes clouded.


    Laurie slid the drawing back into the notebook and closed the cover. Back when Mama was alive.


    She stood and walked to the stove, her eyes glazing as she stared at the grease-filled frying pan waiting to be washed. The odor of scorched bacon fat filled the air.


    The squeak of the chair legs sliding across the kitchen floor sounded behind her. Father’s voice cracked. “We should go out there again . . . sometime.” He walked from the room, leaving her in silence.


    Laurie turned and faced the dishes, still half-filled with pancakes and applesauce.


    It was going to be a long night.
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    Daniel sorted through stacks of boxes in the cluttered storeroom while his grandfather locked up. Daniel picked up one miniature glass bottle, the label so faded he couldn’t even read it. Blowing gently, he sent a puff of dust into the air. He placed it back on the shelf, making a note to talk to Granddad about some of the junk back here.


    He still hadn’t broached the topic of dispensing alcohol. Daniel ran his hand through his dark hair, his throat tightening.


    He closed his eyes, remembering Laurie Burke’s pursed cherry-red lips as he handed her that bag—as if she’d rather touch a dead snake. That woman was a puzzle with a few pieces missing. Her words echoed in his ear. Does your grandfather know what you are? Daniel shook his head. There’s no way she could know about the life he’d left behind.


    He gazed at the gleaming line of bottles along the bottom shelf. His stomach churned. Perhaps it wasn’t a good idea to be alone back here.


    The sound of shuffling footsteps raised Daniel out of his thoughts. His grandfather swayed unsteadily under the crate of glasses.


    “Here, let me get that.” Daniel rushed over to rescue the crate.


    “Thank you. Those get heavier every day.” Granddad released his hold on the box, letting it sink into Daniel’s waiting arms. He squeezed his fingers into a fist and shook them loose. “My hands are aching a bit. I think I’ll grab a few aspirin.”


    Daniel set the crate on an empty shelf in the storeroom. “Things were busy at the fountain today. How do you keep up with that and with the prescriptions?”


    “I had a high school gal helping out for a few months, but she got behind in her studies and had to quit.” He opened a drawer filled with pain remedies and pulled out a few aspirin tablets. “Business really picked up after we added the fountain. I had my doubts when you first suggested it, but the place has been buzzing like a beehive ever since.”


    Daniel stretched his back, aching after the long day of compounding prescriptions at the pharmacy counter. “You need to hire a soda jerk or two, Granddad. There’s far too much work for you to do by yourself. There’s too much for two of us to do. The store’s not a one-man operation anymore.”


    “I know, I know. I’ve got a few young folks coming in tomorrow. Why don’t you talk to them?”


    “All right.” Daniel paused, watching as his grandfather slipped the aspirin into his mouth. “How many of those are you taking a day?”


    The older man frowned. “Don’t start.”


    “Would you rather I ask how many bottles of liquor do you sell a week?”


    “I wondered how long it would take for you to ask about that.” He leaned against the row of shelves. “Just about every drugstore in America is selling medicinal liquor, Daniel. Some are making a killing off it. I’m not fond of the idea and I don’t encourage folks to buy it. But if we refuse to sell alcohol, it will just give folks another reason to go to our competition.”


    Daniel ran a dusting cloth along the newly organized shelf. “What about people who don’t have a medical reason for buying it?”


    Granddad shook his head. “That’s not our place to say. Take it up with their doctors. We just fill the prescriptions, we don’t write them. Not everyone who tips the bottle has a problem with it.”


    Daniel looked away, a sudden weight crushing his chest.


    “Come on, son. Tell me you didn’t sell alcohol in that big fancy drugstore in Seattle.”


    “Of course we did, but I still didn’t like it. And that wasn’t my store.”


    His grandfather’s eyebrows rose. “And neither is this.”


    “I didn’t mean—”


    The older man flapped his knobby fingers like he was brushing away an annoying mosquito. “I know what you meant. But, it’s still my store and I make the decisions. I’m the responsible party—I’ll even take care of all the liquor prescriptions if it will make you sleep easier.” He crossed his arms. “And when it’s your store, you can run it into the ground with your morality if you choose. Just remember, it’s God’s place to judge. Not ours.”


    Daniel went back to straightening the shelves as his grandfather left. He clenched the damp cloth and scrubbed at a dark stain on one of the back shelves.
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    “Laurie!” Her father’s slurred shout echoed off her bedroom walls.


    Laurie shook her head, trying to clear the sleep from her mind. She’d been dreaming of walking along the beach in the dark. A man had been waiting just ahead in the moonlight.


    Now a very different figure stood silhouetted in the light pouring in her bedroom door. Laurie blinked and sat up, clutching at her sheet. “Dad? What’s wrong?”


    He staggered a few steps into the room. “Where’s my bottle?” His ragged voice suggested he’d already finished one.


    She slid out from under the covers and snatched her robe off the end of the bed, the floorboards icy under her bare feet. “It’s late. Why don’t you get some sleep?”


    He gripped the doorframe. “Don’t treat me like a child. I’m the father here and I’ll have your respect, girl. Now, where’d you hide it?”


    Her thoughts raced. She’d stashed the pharmacy bottle on the back porch, hating the idea of bringing it into the house.


    When she didn’t answer, he slammed his hand against the wall making Laurie jump. “I’m not asking you again!”


    “I’ll go look for it.”


    He stumbled backward leaving a path for her.


    Laurie slipped past him and out into the bright hallway. Rather than heading for the stashed booze, she walked into the kitchen and dug through the cupboard, rattling the dishes as she stalled.


    Her father sank down onto the sofa with a grunt. “Why don’t you get me a sandwich while you’re at it?”


    “Sure.” She pulled out a plate. “How about a glass of milk to help you sleep?”


    He yawned in response.


    Quietly, she eased the mustard and leftover ham from the icebox. A little food wouldn’t hurt his mood. He’d barely touched his supper. She pushed the hair out of her face and fought the urge to yawn, herself.


    Taking a quick nibble of the ham, she spread a thick layer of mustard on the brown bread and glanced over at her dad. His eyelids listed. She slowed her hands, using the knife to draw patterns in the mustard. After a few minutes, soft snores signaled her success.


    Laurie set down the knife and braced her hands against the counter. Thank you, Lord. She finished preparing the sandwich and tucked it in the icebox next to the milk bottle, ready for the morning. Laurie turned and faced her father, licking the mustard from the tip of her finger as she gazed at him, slumped against the cushion.


    Mama’s picture sat on the end table, her blue eyes smiling through the shadowy room. For a brief moment Laurie was a little girl, clutching Johnny’s hand at the funeral and listening to the hushed whispers floating above their heads.


    Her father had run from his grief­—straight to the Great War.


    Laurie wiped her hands on the dishtowel and tiptoed across the room to pick up the tinted photograph. So beautiful. She ran her fingers through her own short locks with a jolt of regret.


    She placed the photo back on the table and lifted Mama’s crocheted afghan from the rocking chair. Laurie unfolded the heavy blanket and draped it over her father. She crept over to the lamp and clicked it off.


    A voice slurred through the darkness. “Where’s my sandwich?”


    Laurie’s shoulders fell. “I thought you were asleep.”


    “You’re so slow, it’s no wonder I dozed off.”


    She turned to see him rising from the sofa. His fingers wove through the afghan, lifting it to his face before tossing it to the floor. His eyes darkened.


    “Forget the sandwich. Just get my bottle.”


    “No.” As soon as the word slipped past her lips, she regretted it. A cold sweat broke out across her skin


    “What did you just say to me?” Father’s fingers curled into a fist as he swayed on his feet.


    “You don’t need more to drink. You’ve got to work in the morning. If you miss another day, they’re going to fire you and what’s going to happen to us?”


    He pointed a finger her direction. “You shut your trap, girl. I won’t have you backtalking me.”


    Her eyelids burned from the held-back tears. She braced a hand against the wall. She knew better than to throw fuel on flames, but exhaustion muddied her thoughts. “And I won’t be giving you that bottle.”


    His hand closed over the framed picture on the table and flung it.


    Laurie flinched as it exploded against the wall above her head, shards of glass raining onto her hair. Mama’s face fluttered to the floorboards. Laurie reached for the picture, as her father’s hand closed around her shoulder and forced her back against the wall.


    “You won’t be talking to me that way. Now, get me that bottle.” Her father shoved her down the hall toward the kitchen.


    Laurie closed her eyes, just long enough to take a breath. She strode to the back door and flung it open, the cold night air blasting against her face. Walking to the bench, she lifted the faded cushion and retrieved the brown drugstore bag.


    Her father loomed in the doorway.


    “Here.” She thrust it toward him. “Take it.”


    He glowered a moment before ripping the bag from her hands, stepping inside, and slamming the door in her face.


    She touched the wooden door as moths fluttered around the porch light. A loud click sounded as the lock turned.


    A lump rose in her throat. “Dad . . . ” She pounded her fists against the door, rattling the hinges.


    The window went dark.
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    Laurie woke to her brother’s hand shaking her shoulder. She lifted her head from the wicker bench, her back complaining at the sudden movement. Her robe and hair were damp with morning dew.


    “Laurie, what are you doing out here?” Johnny crouched and slid a hand under her elbow, helping her unfold her limbs and rise to a sitting position.


    Her head swam. What was she doing? The night flooded back.


    Johnny sat on his heels, eyes stormy. “Dad?” When she nodded, he sprang up and strode to the back door. The pounding tore through the quiet morning air.


    “Johnny, stop! Everyone will hear you.”


    His hand rattled the locked knob. “Oh, like they don’t know?” He scowled and rapped on the door a second time. “You can’t keep covering for him. I’m getting you out of here. Come live with me.”


    “I will not.” Her throat tightened. “What makes you any better? You’re sneaking off at night with your rumrunning cronies. Do you expect me to believe that you’re not drinking, too?”


    Johnny kicked the door. “I’m nothing like him.”


    “Besides, you live with a bunch of guys from work.”


    “I’ll get my own place.” He turned away and struck the door a last time.


    The curtains pulled back from the window and Dad’s face grimaced. The door swung open. “Why are you making such an unholy racket? My head feels like I got hit with a sledge already.”


    Johnny pushed past him. “Yeah, and why is that, Dad? Why did I find Laurie sleeping on the back porch?”


    Laurie stood shivering in the morning breeze as the two faced off. Her father turned to her with a blank look.


    “You lock yourself out?” He reached out a hand. “Get in here, girl. Why didn’t you wake me? I’ve gotta’ scoot or I’m going to be late.”


    “Dad,” Johnny glared at his father. “You did this. You locked her out here when you were drunk.”


    Her father’s face paled in the morning light. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” He set his jaw. “Laurie, get in here before you catch your death.”


    Laurie slipped past them, putting her hand on Johnny’s arm to stop further argument. “It’s not worth it.”


    She hurried through the house, stopping in the hall at the sight of the broken frame lying on the floor. She bent down and lifted the photograph, shaking loose the jagged pieces of glass. She carried the picture to her room and hid it in her dresser drawer. A quick glance at the clock confirmed she only had twenty minutes to clean up the mess and get ready for work. Pulling on a dress and a warm sweater, she rubbed her arms to stop the shivering.


    Her father appeared in the doorway, shoulders stooped.


    She unpinned the wave combs from her hair, keeping her eyes down. Here it comes.


    He took a hesitant step inside. “I’m—I’m sorry about last night. I didn’t know you were out there.”


    Laurie jabbed a bobby pin into a curl, securing it so it curved seductively over her eyebrow. She glared at him in the mirror as she watched him turn away. Of course you didn’t.
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