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      Ginny Darling paused as she heard the engine of a car outside the window. He couldn’t be home. Not yet. She’d thought she had an hour at least. It wasn’t much time, but she had decided it would have to be enough. Her eyes darted around the tiny bedroom as she looked to see where she could hide and what looked out of place.

      The engine faded away as it continued down the street, and Ginny’s breath escaped in a relieved rush. No time to slow down though. This was her one shot. She would not get another one. Quickly folding the shirt in her hands, she shoved it into the suitcase and turned to the dresser to grab some more clothes.

      She didn’t have many. He only allowed her to have the clothes he purchased for her - none of which were her style, but that had never mattered to him. One day, when she was out from under his thumb and had enough money, she would buy clothes she liked. Simple ones that didn’t hug her waist or dip too low.

      When her meager outfits were packed, she grabbed her hairbrush and toothbrush out of the bathroom. Nothing else in the bathroom belonged to her. He didn’t let her have a curling iron for fear she might use it on him. Nor did he allow her a hair dryer though she was unsure what the fear behind it was unless he thought she might try to throw it in his shower.

      She grabbed a towel and a washcloth as well, unsure of how long it would be before she would have the money to purchase her own. Besides, he would be madder that she had gone than that she had taken toiletries.

      Ginny hurried to the kitchen to grab food and the little money she had managed to stash away. He didn’t let her work, but he did give her money to buy groceries once every two weeks, and every once in a while, she could find a coupon or a deal and end up with a little left. She’d begun stashing it in a container that once held prunes knowing he would never look in it. His aversion to anything healthy would keep him away.

      She grabbed it from the shelf along with some crackers and pop tarts. Not the healthiest fare by far, but it would do until she could afford more. Maybe she’d be lucky enough to find work in a restaurant and they would let her take home the extra food. After shoving the food and the can of money into her shoulder bag, she took one final look around the apartment.

      It had never been home, not since the first time he had hit her, but it had been a roof over her head and protection from the even rougher crowd on the streets. She hoped she wouldn’t end up on the streets again, but she would know better what to look for this time, how to avoid another man like Carl, like her father.

      A glance at her watch revealed she needed to get going. If all went well, Carl would be gone another half hour but occasionally his errands ran shorter, and she needed to be gone before he got back.

      Adjusting the bag on her shoulder one more time, she grabbed the suitcase and exited the apartment building. Ginny was certain that Carl had neighbors that kept tabs on her comings and goings. The suitcase would definitely arouse suspicion, but she hoped to be at the bus station and on a bus before they could alert Carl.

      She kept her ears open and her eyes alert as she made her way to the bus station. Every glance flashed her direction sent her heart racing and her pulse thundering in her ears.

      “Where to?” the operator asked when she finally approached the window. His eyes barely registered her, and his tone declared his boredom.

      Ginny could not have been more thankful. He would probably not remember her, and if he did, she doubted he would be able to describe her.

      “How far can I get with forty-five dollars?”

      His eyes flicked to her for a moment before he leaned forward and tapped on the keys of his computer. “Fire Beach, Illinois, and the bus leaves in ten minutes.”

      Illinois wasn’t as far as she would have liked, but it would have to do. “I’ll take one ticket.” She placed the few wadded bills she had on the counter and pushed it toward him. A moment later, she held a ticket in her hand. Hopefully, it was her ticket to freedom.
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      The bus pulled into Fire Beach, Illinois a little after five. Ginny’s stomach rumbled. She’d eaten a pop tart and some crackers on the way, but her stomach was craving real food, especially protein. Unfortunately, she had little money left. She’d have to ask around about a job first and hope she could score some food after.

      When the bus stopped, she grabbed her bags and stepped off. The bus station of Fire Beach didn’t look much different than the one she had left in Indiana except that she could hear water. She briefly wondered how far the beach was. Perhaps one day, she would be able to enjoy it, but that day was not today.

      She scanned the area and noticed a woman sitting on a bench with a notepad on her lap. With no luggage near her, it was a safe bet that the woman lived locally. Ginny bit her lip but decided to approach her. “Excuse me, do you live around here?”

      The woman glanced up and offered a friendly smile. “I do. What can I do for you?”

      “I just got into town and I’m hoping to find a job. Do you know of any place that’s hiring?”

      The woman’s gaze searched Ginny’s face, making her want to squirm under the discerning eyes. With a stylish shirt and smartly tailored pants, this woman looked so put together that Ginny felt even frumpier. She’d put on her most modest shirt and the nicest pair of pants she had, but it didn’t hold a candle to this woman’s polished look.

      “Actually, I might know of just the place. My name is Tia. What’s yours?”

      Ginny paused as she thought about the question. Should she give her real name? It would probably be required to get a job, but it would also make it easier for Carl to find her. Still, this woman was offering to help her. Honesty seemed like the best option for now, and then perhaps she could ask whoever hired her to call her something later. “It’s Ginny. Ginny Darling.”

      A wide smile split Tia’s lips, and her eyes twinkled. “Ginny Darling. That is a great name. It sounds like it came right out of a book.”

      Ginny wanted to roll her eyes. If her name were in a book, it wouldn’t be a nice one. No sweet romance or fantasy book for her. No, since her mother passed away, it had been one punch after the other. She’d survived her father’s drunken rages until she was eighteen and legal to be on her own. Unfortunately, she hadn’t been the best at managing finances when she first left home, and she’d ended up losing her apartment and walking the streets. And then Carl had found her. She suppressed a shudder and tried to force a smile. “Thank you, I think.”

      A silvery laugh bubbled out of Tia’s throat, and she shook her head as she stood. “I’m sorry. I’m an author and I see stories everywhere. In fact, that’s what I was doing here. People watching.”

      “People watching?” Ginny wasn’t sure she had heard the woman correctly.

      “Yep. I like to go to public places and watch people. How they walk, their mannerisms, their reactions. Then I try to use those same characteristics when I write my characters. I feel like it makes them more real.”

      “Ah, that makes sense.” Ginny loved books. It was the one thing Carl had allowed her. In addition to her grocery runs, she’d been allowed to visit the local library and check out books. As long as they didn’t keep her from keeping the house clean, and she stopped reading when he returned home. She wasn’t sure she could even count how many books she had read in the last year. “I do love reading.”

      “I do too,” Tia said with smile. “It’s a bit of a walk to the place I’d like to take you, but it’s relatively flat. Are you up for it?”

      “Definitely,” Ginny said with a swift nod of her head. The sooner she got to this place, the sooner she might get a job and something to eat. Of course then she had to find a place to stay, but she figured she could take one worry at a time.
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      Graham smiled as he recognized the blonde woman entering Fire Dreams. She had been a hostess with them while getting back on her feet, and though she still stopped in often, it wasn’t the same without her sweet smile lighting up the place.

      “Tia, good to see you. Table for two?” He didn’t recognize the woman with Tia, but that wasn’t unusual. Fire Beach had a large population, and in Tia’s line of work, she often lunched with editors or publishers from other areas. Although this woman looked too simple to be in the publishing business.

      Tia turned to the woman. “Are you hungry? I don’t mind grabbing an early dinner if you are.”

      The woman’s face turned a bright shade of red, and her eyes dropped to the floor. She mumbled something under her breath, and while Graham didn’t catch all of it, Tia must have because she smiled and nodded at Graham. “Yes, we’ll take a table for two and some of your time if you have it.”

      Graham glanced around the restaurant. It wasn’t quite dinner time yet, so the place wasn’t full, and he had a few other people working as well. Besides, his curiosity was piqued now. There was no way he would say no. “I can probably give you a few minutes.”

      After grabbing two menus from the podium, Graham led the way to a booth near the back. Somehow, he felt the women
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