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  To my very own Sagey. 

Thank you for being such an amazing supporter and motivating me to continue writing. 

Those purple pom-poms have kept me going so many times when I wanted to quit. 
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  Chapter One
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Ten Years Ago
The bottle was empty. Damn!
True Bannister stretched his arm out and relaxed his fingers. The heavy container dropped onto the plush carpet with a dull thud. He shifted in bed, trying to remember last night. Obviously, it involved the bottle of Chivas Regal he’d emptied. 
Swinging his legs out from the sheet, he planted them on the floor, his head spinning. He sat for a minute taking inventory. Naked, and at least a half dozen used condoms littered the bed and floor. The smell of sex wafted through the air.
He chuckled dryly, remembering the girls he’d been with last night. Sisters? Yeah. They’d offered him the bottle of scotch, then their gorgeous bodies. Refusing either would have been stupid.
After crossing the room, he picked through his dresser for a clean pair of shorts, then glanced around the chaos. Everything on his dresser had been swept off so he could screw the blonde up there. Twice. The redhead he’d done on his desk and up against the wall. Oh, and bent over the chair by the sliding door. Couldn’t forget that time. 
The bed was in disarray, highlighting where the girls had rocked his world, both of them at the same time. They’d been skilled. A small patch of the sheets still clung to the bed where he’d pulled them to cover himself once he’d kicked the girls out. His father taught him to take what he could but not to let them stay. They’d think they were something special and want more. He wouldn’t mind more right now. What were their names? Something rhyming? Sandy? Candy? Mandy? Didn’t matter. There were always more where they came from. 
Being the son of Abe Bannister, lead singer for the rock group Python, certainly had its benefits, and True took full advantage of them. He’d shared his father’s groupies for years, since he’d become a teen, and last night was no exception. He’d been celebrating the life of a musician since he was in diapers. Python had done a small venue for charity, and the after party had moved to their Malibu mansion. As it always did. 
Sitting on the edge of the bed, he admired the snake tattoo on his right thigh. It was Python’s trademark, and he’d gotten it on his sixteenth birthday. His eighteenth was only a few days away. He’d been hinting to his parents he wanted a Maserati. They better not disappoint him. 
Shaking hands slid the shorts over his hips. A quick fix would get him through the morning. He glanced at the clock. Yup, still morning, for another thirty-two minutes. Maybe some of last night’s party goods were still available. 
He left his room and wandered down the hall, overlooking the large atrium and living room below. The stillness and silence strange compared to the music and laughter from last night. The house was trashed. Bottles and remnants of joints littered the floor. White powder dusted the table tops. The scent of alcohol and smoke still permeated the air. A few people lingered, asleep, or passed out. 
Where had his parents spent the night? They each had their own room, but it wasn’t uncommon for them to share it with someone else. Theirs was an open marriage. Celia Muñez, as popular in the rock world as Abe, didn’t like to be alone. At home or on the road.
Maybe once he’d gotten another hit, he could find someone to help him finish off the box of condoms in his room. There was a half-naked brunette draped over the love seat. He’d be happy to wake her up.
Better wake his sister first. It was Sunday, church day. Sonni had gotten in the habit when their grandparents, Celia’s mom and dad, had lived with them. But Mamita and Papito hadn’t liked the wild life here and moved back east where they had family. Sonni used to drag him along to church, and he’d let her for lots of years. Not recently.
He walked around the corner to Sonni’s room. She liked the quiet nook, especially when she wanted time with her music. Her voice was like their mom’s, pure and sweet. But then Dulce, sweet, was her middle name. Sonata Dulce. Nothing boring for their eclectic parents.
Sonni hated having a unique name. She preferred her nickname and even called him TJ to make his name sound normal. He reveled in its uniqueness. True Jam Bannister. No one else had anything like it. He loved the attention he got being the son of superstars. Abe had let him go on stage with them a few times, so he’d gotten even more notoriety. It hadn’t hurt he’d written Python’s last two hit songs. He wasn’t sure which he liked better, writing music or performing it.
He tapped lightly on his sister’s door but didn’t expect an answer. She was a deep sleeper. Turning the handle, he entered. A tiny bit of light slipped through the opening in the curtains, and he saw the shadow of Sonni in her bed. 
As he passed her book shelf, he picked up one of the novels lying on top, a romance. One of the cheap ones promising a happily ever after with the white picket fence. She adored these books. Did she really think love was so sublime? Giving yourself to one person forever and ever? After growing up with the parade of people passing through Abe and Celia’s bedrooms? Love didn’t exist. Not in Los Angeles. Probably not anywhere.
Sonni had spent hours reading to him when they were younger, especially when they got dragged along on tour. She’d made him love reading, too. Shown him all the places you could escape to inside a book. What would he have done without his sister? She’d been his only friend for the longest time. Kept him from being lonely when they’d been too young to be allowed downstairs. Lately, they hadn’t been hanging out as often. Sonni wasn’t into the party scene, and she definitely wasn’t into sleeping around. He was glad. He’d hate for guys to use her to get their kicks. Yeah, pretty hypocritical of him, but he only screwed girls who were looking for a quick fuck with a superstar, or at least the son of one. They certainly weren’t being taken advantage of. Soon, he’d be known for being True Jam Bannister, not for who his parents were. 
True walked across the room and picked up Sonni’s guitar. Waking her with a song might be nicer than jumping on her face like he’d done as a kid. Strumming a few chords, he sat on the edge of her bed. Did she have a book nearby? Many times, she’d fall asleep while reading. 
There was only a bag of pills. Ecstasy? He could use one right now to get him through after a busy night. She’d been using them more lately, finally loosening up and enjoying some of the benefits of being Abe and Celia’s kid. 
Strumming his fingers along the strings, he played an old melody Sonni liked. He reached toward the pills, craving one. No, he should wake his sister first. Maybe they could have breakfast together. It had been a while since they sat and talked. It’d be nice. He could find the brunette later.
He strummed louder and poked Sonni with his elbow. She didn’t respond. 
“Come on, Sonata, wake up.” Using her full name always got a rise out of her. That should do it.
Still no response. He placed the guitar carefully on the floor and shook her shoulders. “Sonni? Come on, wake up.”
Her body felt stiff, and the tremors in his hands intensified. Heat, then coldness rushed through him. His stomach tightened. He pushed the rigid body once more, refusing to accept the possibility. 
“Sonni! Wake up, damn it! This isn’t funny!”
He touched her face. Her skin was frigid. As cold as the chunk of ice forming in his chest. He pulled his hand back, ignoring how much it shook, which had nothing to do with needing a fix. 
Terror pounded into him like a freight train. Screams tore from his mouth. Tears streamed down his face and he couldn’t breathe. “Don’t you dare leave me alone, Sonni. You promised me you’d always be here for me. Wake up!”
He lowered his head to her chest, sobs wracking his body. His voice wobbled, barely audible. “Don’t leave me. I love you. And you’re the only one who loves me.”
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Help Wanted.
Sara Storm grinned at the sign in the window of the bookstore/coffee shop, Tea and Tales, on the quaint Main Street in Hyannis on Cape Cod. She took a deep breath and pushed open the door. Confidence. She’d been lacking it all her life, but she’d never get anywhere unless she showed she knew what she was doing.
Her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light inside, then she looked around. The owner had combined two store fronts to make one massive business. A bookstore on the left while the right side tables, chairs, and sofas clustered in groups. This wasn’t a place where they rushed through your order and pushed you away for the next paying customer. The interior invited you to sit and enjoy your beverage and pastry at your leisure. 
Sara wanted to sit with a cup of tea and take in the ambiance of the place. She’d love to select a book and skim through it while sipping her drink. Not her goal right now. She needed a job.
A woman in her late fifties wiped down the counter on the far right. Sara strode over, as confident as she could be. 
“Hi, what can I get for you?”
“I’m interested in the job you have advertised.”
The woman looked confused, and Sara pointed. “You have a sign on the door.”
“Oh, right. We forgot to take that down.”
Her heart sank to her toes. Crap. Why hadn’t she come down earlier to apply for jobs? Or realized her part-time job at the Melody Tent didn’t pay enough to live here? Every other place she’d looked, especially the ones with live music, already had full staff. 
Sighing, she smiled politely. “Thank you anyway. It must be great working here. I’d never want to leave.”
As she turned away, the woman stopped her. 
“Fill out an application. Some of the summer staff might not work out, and it’s good to have someone waiting in the wings.”
The woman was only being polite, but Sara waited for her to get the application. She could be polite, too. Maybe someone would leave. And maybe it would snow in July. 
“I’m Mary.” 
She took the application. “I’m Sara. I have a résumé, too.”
Mary signaled for her to sit at a table, and Sara dug in her bag for a pen. 
“Do you live around here?”
Her hand stilled, and she looked up. “No, I’m from New Hampshire. I’m here for the summer. I’ve got a job working a few hours at the Melody Tent but hoped to find another job for the rest of the time.” What she really wanted was to connect with a music promoter who’d listen to her sing. She’d love to travel the world and be known for her great voice, not for being the youngest Storm sibling. 
Mary pointed to her résumé, and Sara handed it over, then began filling out the application. When done, she gave it to Mary, flashing another big smile. Supposedly, it was one of her better attributes. After five years of orthodontic work, it should be. 
“You worked in a library for a year?” Mary tucked a piece of wavy silver hair behind her ear. “Can you stick around? The boss’ll be here soon, and I’d like him to talk to you.”
Hope flared inside, but Sara didn’t dare get excited. “I have time. May I look around while I wait?”
Mary waved her hand. “Enjoy.”
Sara did. The coffee side was great, but the book side seriously called to her. Tall, built-in bookshelves lined the walls, and hand-crafted bookcases and tables were scattered here and there near comfortable chairs. Sprinkled among them were racks of novelties, jewelry, and smaller craft items. Singing a little tune under her breath, she took a closer look, noting they were all locally made on Cape Cod.
A staircase took up the back, left wall, rising to a second-story loft area. She longed to explore but didn’t want to miss the owner, so she stayed where she was. Good first impressions were everything.
Child-sized furniture formed a small nook near the large front windows. It was surrounded by lower bookshelves and a box of toys and puppets. Children sat on a brightly colored area rug, flipping through picture books. Moving closer, she picked up a familiar one. 
“Are you gonna read to us?” A red-haired girl looked up hopefully. “I like that book.”
“I like it, too,” Sara answered. “It’s one of my favorites.” She looked around, seeing some adults nearby, checking in their direction. The other children gathered close and sat at her feet, so Sara dropped next to them, smoothed the long skirt of her sundress over her legs, and opened the book.
As she read, the children scooted nearer and gazed intently at her. She’d always had the knack for attracting children. Her brothers had called her The Pied Piper when she babysat the neighborhood kids. The children’s section of the library she’d worked at was where she’d been most popular. 
When she finished the book, a boy, no more than three, shoved another book in her hands. “Wead dis one, please.”
The other children bobbed their heads enthusiastically. She happily complied.
More books followed, and somewhere along the line a black and white spaniel wandered over and curled up next to her with its head in her lap. 
“That’s Freckles,” a girl with brown ringlets informed her. “She belongs to Mr. B. She likes stories, too.”
“I see. Does Freckles come here often?”
“Yup, if Mr. B. is here, Freckles is here.” The littlest boy patted the dog’s head. “He don’t like to be by himself.”
“Well, this is a place I’d want to be, also.” She wanted this job. To work for someone relaxed enough to bring their dog to work would be wonderful. The atmosphere spoke of comfort and serenity.
Another book was placed in her hand, and Sara scratched the dog under its chin before starting. Their family dog growing up had been a spaniel. When she leaned down to talk softly to the dog, she was rewarded with the animal licking her face, then squirming further into her lap. She laughed and continued reading.

      [image: image-placeholder]TJ Bannister shouldered the back door of Tea and Tales open, depositing the large box of sugar packets onto the counter. He hadn’t meant to leave Mary so long, but the holiday weekend traffic had started and it was only Thursday. Memorial Day always signaled the beginning of the summer crowd pouring onto Cape Cod. 
As he peeked into the shop, customers milled around, but it was past the morning rush and still early for vacationers. Most would show up in full force tomorrow or Saturday.
After pouring hot water into a mug, he threw in his favorite cinnamon tea bag. When he looked around the shop, it appeared ready for the big weekend. Thank God, Mary had stayed on after he’d bought the business. 
He should tell her he was back. She wouldn’t do Story Hour with him gone. He tossed his tea bag, glanced toward the children’s section, and froze, cup halfway to his lips. An angel sat on the floor reading to the kids. 
Okay, maybe not an angel, but with the sun streaming through the window, highlighting her blonde hair, and her innocent face filled with laughter, she sure looked like one. Even her voice was soft and ethereal as she sang along with the words of the book. Who was she? And why was she doing Story Hour? Where was Mary?
TJ tried to look away from the vision by the window to find his wayward manager, but there was something about the girl that glued him in place. She was breathtaking. He continued to stare, taking in her features. By themselves, they weren’t anything special. Her long, blonde hair was straight and tucked behind her ears. Her oval face, small nose, and full lips were nothing out of the ordinary. And her figure, what he could see of it, wasn’t movie star quality. But the whole picture she made…it was straight out of his dreams, the few he allowed himself to have.
She wore a sundress in some soft color and had a sweater-like thing around her shoulders. Her legs were covered by the dress. 
“She’s doing a nice job, isn’t she?” Mary appeared at his shoulder. 
“Who is she?”
Holding up some papers, Mary said, “Her name is Sara Storm, and she’s looking for a job.”
A job! He couldn’t hire her. Not a lick of work would get done because he’d spend the whole day staring, imagining what he could do to the soft curves filling out the conservative top of her dress. Picturing the long legs he imagined were under her loose skirt, wrapped around his waist. God, he had to stop this, get her out of here.
“We don’t need help, Mary. We’re all set with those two I hired last week.”
Mary narrowed her eyes. “Darcy called out today. First day of sunshine in a week, and she’s suddenly sick. What’s going to happen when the real summer weather hits? We could use someone reliable.”
“What makes you think she’s reliable? She looks about fifteen.” She didn’t, but he needed an excuse.
Mary handed TJ the papers. “College degree in English Literature and worked in a library for a year. My guess is she’s around twenty-three.”
Not jail bait. Even worse. He’d have no reason to keep his filthy thoughts under control. Mary’s smirk screamed matchmaking again. Couldn’t she get it in her head he wasn’t interested in a relationship with anyone right now? This porcelain-skinned angel would run in a different direction at top speed if she ever knew who he was and what he’d done. Nope, she had to go.
“We’ll be fine for the summer. Keep her application on file if we need it later.” He wouldn’t need it. Might even burn it.
Mary crossed her arms over her chest. “Stop running away, TJ.”
“And you stop trying to hook me up.”
Mary rolled her eyes. “I’m not trying to hook you up. Look at her. She must have a million boyfriends. The fact remains, those two you hired last week won’t stay the whole summer. This girl could fill in for me at Story Hour. She’s a natural with children. And she doesn’t mind your dog sitting in her lap, shedding all over her nice dress. At least talk to her.”
TJ had noticed the dog. Traitor. Freckles was curled with paws on Sara’s lap and face between her breasts. Sara rubbed the dog’s ears and neck, pulling the animal closer to her chest. He wanted to be the dog right about now.
“Fine, I’ll talk to her, but I’m not guaranteeing anything. I need to call her references and check she’s legit.”
Mary chuckled. “Yeah, ’cause she looks like someone who’d falsify documents.”
“Ted Bundy was charismatic and charming.” He flinched at Mary’s playful slap. “I could fire you for hitting the boss.”
“You’d never do it.” Mary grinned. “You can’t manage this place without me.”
“And that’s the only reason I put up with your crap. Otherwise, you’d be toast.”
Mary waved to Sara. Untangling the dog from her arms, she gave Freckles another scratch, then gracefully rose. Shit, the legs were even longer than he’d imagined. Talk to her, then show her the door. 
“Sara, this is TJ Bannister, the owner. TJ, Sara Storm. I’ll let you two talk. I have work to do.”
“Hi, Mr. Bannister.” Her eyes sparkled, while her smile lit up the room. “Thank you for speaking with me. I appreciate it.”
TJ clutched the application to his chest and turned to sit at one of the tables. Anything to avoid shaking her hand. He’d most likely get third degree burns.
“Tell me about yourself? Something not in the résumé which I can read myself.” Maybe she’d be vapid and self-centered. Or immature and giddy. Anything that would give him an excuse not to hire her. And make his groin stop aching. 
“I’m from New Hampshire. I have three older brothers. I came to the Cape this summer for some independence. I have a part-time job at The Melody Tent and—”
“You have another job?” This was perfect. How could he hire her if she had another job? It would interfere with working here. “I need someone who’s available for more than a few hours a week.”
Her eyes opened wide, and TJ swallowed hard at the bright blue irises hypnotizing him. Her face fell, and she scrambled in her purse, pulling out a folder. She set a piece of paper between them, her lips curling up again. Did she ever stop smiling?
“I have plenty of time to work. The Melody Tent is only open certain dates for concerts. Mostly weekend nights. Here’s my schedule, and you’ll see I noted all the times I’m available for a second job.”
TJ glanced at the paper and conceded she had lots of time free. She wasn’t even starting for another three weeks. Her innocent face turned toward him, and his heart unfroze a tiny bit. Could he have her underfoot all summer? Her sunny disposition would send him to the nut house in no time. Like he didn’t already belong there.
“I need someone during our busy nights and weekends.”
A sigh escaped her perfect lips, and she swallowed hard. She took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. “Please, Mr. Bannister, I need this second job to pay for my apartment. I promise, I’ll never call in sick, I can work as many hours as you want, and even come in early or stay late to help clean. You’re open at seven. I can be here earlier and make coffee or come in after hours and pick up or stock books.”
No doubt she was determined. And she actually had Freckles climbing in her lap. His dog was friendly but had been abused as a puppy and shied away from strangers. Freckles seemed to trust Sara for some reason. 
He glanced at her application again, stalling for time. Mary’s voice in the back explained to a customer how busy it was during the summer. Yeah, he got the hint. 
“The shelves and racks need dusting at least once a week.”
Her smile blasted his way again. Couldn’t she turn the strength down? 
“I don’t mind at all. Whatever you need me to do.”
His lap had a few suggestions, but he clenched his fists under the table to control the urge. “There’s a whole second floor of books, too.” She couldn’t say he hadn’t warned her.
Instead of resignation, her eyes opened wider, and she looked ecstatic. “Really? I didn’t get up there. The kids asked me to read.”
“Yeah, Mary usually does Story Hour, but during the summer it’s busier. I’d need you available every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday morning at ten.”
TJ waited, hoping she’d want Saturday morning off if she had to work late the night before at the Melody Tent. Her freakin’ smile just got larger and was about to swallow her whole face.
“I love reading to the kids. It was my favorite thing when I worked at the Portsmouth Library. Does Freckles always join in, too? She’s adorable.”
“If I’m here, she’s usually here.”
Her overabundance of cheerfulness was too much. It had to go away. He stood. “I’ll go through your application. If I’m interested, I’ll be in touch. Thank you.”
The sunshine toned down but only a notch. She reached out, grabbing his hand. TJ nearly fell over. Yup, third degree burns.
“Thank you for speaking with me today. Even if you don’t need help, I’ll probably come in often. What you’ve done here is amazing.”
Pulling his hand away, he said, “I like it.”
He walked away, indicating their meeting was over. After taking a look around, she left. TJ sighed. How could any one person be so filled with joy? 
“She’s sweet, isn’t she?” Mary asked at his shoulder. She needed a bell around her neck. 
“Who? Sara Sunshine? That’s a little too much happiness for me.”
“Only because you’re a miserable old grouch. She’d be good for you. Make you start living again.”
He frowned, proving her point. His first eighteen years he’d done more living than anyone should. Look at where it’d gotten him. 
“Enough with the Cupid’s arrow. She’d never be interested if she knew who I was…what I really am.” 
Mary pointed her finger at his face. “Stop. You aren’t the same wild teen you were ten years ago. Or even the young man who asked me for a job six years ago. You need to let it go.”
Shit, he wanted to. But deep inside, he was still the same twisted person. He might be a revised edition with a shiny new cover and up to date formatting, but the story was still trash. If Sara stuck around long enough, she’d see it. That would wipe the smile off even her face.






  
   Chapter Two
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“Y our phone was ringing, Sara.”
Sara whipped her head around, clutching the shower curtain to her. What was the creeper doing? 
“Leave it there, Dan,” she growled. “I’ll check it when I’m done.”
“Okay.” Her temporary roommate stood in the half-open doorway, staring at the not-quite opaque plastic curtain. 
Her cheeks grew hot, and her body tensed. “Leave it and go.”
Dan took his time placing the phone on the counter and backing out. Sara clenched her teeth. “Get out of the bathroom and shut the door!”
The door finally closed, and Sara waited to see if he’d open it again. When it remained in place, she quickly rinsed the shampoo from her hair. Chills pricked the back of her neck as she stepped from the tub and wrapped a threadbare towel around her. She rushed to the door and shoved it to stay closed. Silly, Dan, who rivaled the incredible Hulk, could rip it from its hinges in one yank.
She hated living here but didn’t have much choice. She’d come to the Cape later than most, and all the decent rentals had been taken. The ones she could afford anyway, which wasn’t much. Even living at home last year, her college loans had sucked up any extra money. 
Kayla, her cousin Sofia’s college roommate, had a small rental in Hyannis, minutes from the Melody Tent. Unfortunately, it meant Sara had to sleep on the couch and put up with Kayla’s slimy boyfriend, Dan, who also lived here. But she’d already accepted the job at the Melody Tent and quit the one at the library. Not the smartest move in the world, but she was determined to reach her music goal, not the one her family had planned for her.
She hastily dried off and dressed. Since she didn’t actually have a bedroom, she had to do everything in the bathroom, but the lock on the door was broken. She’d have to buy a lock even though they weren’t supposed to alter anything in the apartment. She couldn’t live all summer with the threat of Dan walking in on her.
After pulling a comb through her wet hair, she looked at her phone. Most likely one of her family. It had only been five days and they were already suffocating her. She loved them more than anything, but sometimes she couldn’t breathe. 
The number on the screen was unfamiliar, so she pressed the keys to listen to the message. She froze, and hope soared when she heard the voice of the bookstore manager.
“Hi, Sara, it’s Mary Prentice from Tea and Tales. We’d like to offer you the job here if you’re still interested. Please stop by the shop sometime today to fill out paperwork. If you’ve decided to go elsewhere, call and let us know. I look forward to seeing you again.”
She actually flapped her arms. Good thing no one was around to see. No word for days, so she figured they hadn’t wanted her. Oh, this job would be a little slice of heaven. Cozier than the library and much more relaxed.
How relaxed she’d be with the owner hanging around, she wasn’t sure. She’d expected someone more Mary’s age, not hovering near thirty. And certainly not drop-dead gorgeous with piercing eyes practically dissecting her. His dark coloring, angled features, and days’ worth of scruff were intense, and his demeanor serious. Unfortunately, he hadn’t seemed to like her. Hopefully, she’d simply read him wrong. 
Once ready, she walked the few streets over, bolstering her courage the whole time. Why she needed courage, she didn’t know. It was only a summer job. But the way TJ Bannister had looked at her a few days ago made her nervous. College-aged boys or fatherly types were the kind of guys she was used to. This man made her heart race like nothing she’d ever experienced before. 
The shop was moderately crowded, and Mary stood behind the coffee counter waiting on a customer. There were a few more in line. Standing back, she looked around again. Yup, this would be a great place to work. 
Mary handed change back to the customer, then called out the name ‘Darcy,’ in the direction of the back room. A girl about Sara’s age came out and began to help the next person in line. The girl’s black hair was cropped short, spiked, and at least five pair of earrings decorated from the top of her ears to the bottom. More piercings decorated her eyebrow and nose. Heavy, dark make-up accentuated her features, making her look mature and world wise. 
Sara touched her own simple hoops, feeling plain in comparison. Maybe she should start wearing more make-up. Or some make-up, as she hadn’t bothered with any today. Would it help her appear older and more mature? More confident with her appearance? Too many years of being the skinny, gangly girl with braces and glasses had dictated how she saw herself. It was hard to replace the image in her mind. 
“Sara, nice to see you again,” Mary greeted. “I hope you’re here to tell us you’ll take the job.”
“Yes, thank you. Mr. Bannister didn’t seem keen on hiring me.” 
“Don’t worry about TJ.” Mary picked up some papers, then steered Sara to a table by the window. “He’s harmless enough. Simply doesn’t like to be told what to do by me. Can you start Story Hour this Thursday?” 
Sara nodded, then noticed the little girl with brown ringlets and the smaller boy wandering their way. Mary turned to them. “I’ll be right with you, Jasmine and Eddie. I have to do a few things first.”
“Can’t she read to us like she did the other day?” Jasmine asked. Sara saw a resemblance and figured the boy must be her brother. 
“You wouldn’t have time now, would you, honey? I wouldn’t ask, but a new shipment came in, and TJ wants it out before tonight.”
“Happy to. Can I finish these forms later?” 
Mary nodded, then waved Sara off with the kids. Three more children sat on the area rug as she settled on the floor.
“Mrs. P. always sits on the chair when she reads,” a blond boy, maybe seven or eight announced, like Sara had done something wrong. He hadn’t been here last week.
Before she could reply, Eddie snuggled next to her, grinning. “She wead here before. She sit on a floor to be near us, wight?”
Sara ruffled his hair. “Right. Maybe Freckles will come and sit with us, too. Is she here today?”
The children all nodded, making Sara’s stomach flip. TJ Bannister was here. She gazed around the room but didn’t see him. Or the dog. 
“Does Mrs. P. usually pick out the books, or does she let you decide?”
Eddie’s eyes lit up with mischief. “We pick the books.”
The starchy, blond boy sat up straighter. “Not all the books. She picks a few, and if there’s time, she’ll let some of us choose.”
Sara tried not to grin at his imperious tone. She took a book and opened it. 
“What’s your name?” Jasmine asked as Sara turned the page. 
“Sara Storm. Maybe I should learn your names, too.”
“I’m Elliot,” the starchy boy announced. “And Sara Storm is the Invisible Woman. You aren’t invisible.”
He had no idea how close to the mark he’d been. With her popular brothers, she often felt invisible. 
“Actually, Sue Storm is The Invisible Woman. My name is Sara. And before you ask, no, we aren’t related.”
“I want to be invisible.” A set of twin boys who had wandered over and settled on the edge of the rug said in unison. “Then mom wouldn’t know when I took a cookie,” one of them finished.
“That’s Harrison and Benson.” Elliot leaned in closer. “Sometimes I wish they were invisible.”
“Believe me, being invisible isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”
Once she’d learned the names of all the children, she began to read. After several books, the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Freckles walked over from the corner stairs, but it couldn’t have been the dog making her senses go on high alert. As she looked to the top of the stairs, her breath whooshed out of her body. TJ Bannister stood there, staring, a frown on his face.

      [image: image-placeholder]TJ unloaded the box of romances and checked he’d put them correctly on the shelves. The tranquil beach scene on the cover of one caught his attention, and he read through the back blurb. Glancing around to make sure no one saw, he put it in the drawer of the table holding the Science Fiction best sellers. He’d get it later. 
As he grabbed another box, Freckles wandered out of his office and to the stairs. It was time for Story Hour, and the dog loved reading with the kids. Unfortunately, it meant Mary wouldn’t be able to get any work done. 
It didn’t matter. More important was for those kids to develop a love of reading. The shelves could be filled any time. Sonni had always made time to read to him, no matter how much she wanted to be doing something else. He’d never forget. Those times had made him feel special, and he learned how much books could take you away from all the negative in the world. Like your parents never having time for you.
TJ followed Freckles’ journey. Little Miss Sunshine had returned. Her soft voice floated up to the loft, and he moved closer to the railing to hear better. 
Elliot said something about the Invisible Woman. With her looks? Hardly.
“Believe me, being invisible isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” Regret flashed in her eyes.
Seriously? How had anyone passed her by without a second and third glance? He was supposed to be unloading stock, and he couldn’t tear his eyes away. 
Freckles walked toward her, and she looked up, her eyes meeting his. He nodded, then realized he was frowning, so lifted one side of his mouth. Her face lit up. Man, he was a goner.
Get it over with and welcome her to the shop. He took his time down the stairs. No sense in Sara Sunshine thinking he was in any hurry to see her. 
“Thanks for coming in, Miss Storm.” 
Her sea-blue eyes held him in place as she returned the greeting. At least he thought she did. His head was elsewhere. She rose and held out her hand. 
He eyed it, trying not to look like it was a snake, but he couldn’t have been successful because her eyes dimmed. Or maybe it was because he still hadn’t shaken it. Manners.
After grasping her hand firmly, he quickly dropped it. Kept the tingling to a minimum. 
“Thank you for the job, Mr. Bannister. I’ll work hard, I promise.”
TJ forced a nod. “Are the forms filled out?”
“No, Mary asked me to read to the kids first. I’ll finish them now.” 
Filling a rack with postcards, Mary glanced up, then quickly lowered her eyes, the smirk on her face clear. She had to stop with the matchmaking. 
Sara sat, writing furiously. Her brow furrowed, and the tip of her tongue poked out between her lips. It seemed to be a subconscious gesture, but it stirred something inside him. It was going to be a long summer.
Walking to the children’s area, he took a look at what might need replacing. The books Sara had read were still stacked next to the big wicker chair Mary usually sat in to read. Obviously, Sara liked getting on the floor with the kids. It’s where he always sat when he read to them. 
Freckles wandered near, and TJ leaned over to scratch her ears. The dog lifted her head for more.
“You spoiled little girl,” he crooned to the animal as he knelt on the floor next to her and rubbed her tummy. “That’s right, spoiled.” The dog’s tail thumped a beat on the carpet.
“You wead to us, Mr. B?” Eddie asked, as he plopped next to TJ. The boy’s sister had taken to a corner with a picture book. 
“Why don’t you read to me? Pick a book you know.”
Eddie’s eyes lit up. Like his had done whenever Sonni let him read to her. He hadn’t known how, but with the book memorized, he felt like he could. 
The boy scrambled to the shelves, grabbed one, then scooted back to lean against TJ. He opened the book and proudly began, “One fish, two fish…”
TJ scratched the dog as Eddie ‘read’. When Sara got up from the table, she caught his attention, and his heart flipped as she walked over. Her hips swayed gently but not overtly, and he was mesmerized yet again by the overall softness of her appearance. 
He turned his gaze to Eddie but couldn’t keep it there as she lifted her skirt to lower herself to the floor. Again, those legs sent his mind into a spiral. The looseness of her top belied her curves but also fell open as she sat. She had plenty to satisfy a man. 
But it wouldn’t be him. It couldn’t be him. He wasn’t the type of guy she’d ever take a second look at. Not if she knew him. He certainly didn’t deserve an angel, even if Heaven had sent her down just for him. As she leaned over and patted Freckles, he pulled his hand away, pretending to help Eddie turn the page. 
She didn’t notice and whispered endearments to the dog. Closing his eyes for only a second, he envisioned her whispering the words to him. They’d be sitting around an open fire, close enough to touch. Freckles would be sitting at their feet, and they’d be peaceful and happy. It had been a dream of his for so long. Finding the one woman who would love him for who he was and forgive him for what he used to be. Who would help him be a better person. 
He stared openly at Sara, and her eyes radiated warmth. Yes, he’d had that dream often, but the woman in it never had a face. Now she did. And she looked like Sara Storm.






  
  Chapter Three
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“S orry it took so long, Mary,” TJ apologized as he entered the shop, carrying a box of coffee stirrers. “The traffic is heavy already.”
Walking behind the counter, he placed the thin, plastic straws in the correct location. 
Mary leaned on the counter. “Traffic isn’t that heavy. Don’t think I didn’t notice exactly what time you slipped out to run your errands.”
He tried for innocence, like he’d ever mastered that and certainly not with Mary. “Don’t know what you’re talking about. Mid-morning is always a good time for errands. There’s no line out the door?”
“I meant right before Story Hour. Avoiding our new employee? What do you have against the poor girl?”
“Nothing,” he fibbed. Unless he counted being too upbeat and a danger to his libido. His gaze slanted toward the front of the store, then down at his watch. “Is she gone? I’m not paying her for more than reading to the kids today.”
“You stingy miser,” Mary accused. “She took your dog for a walk. Freckles was whining to go out. You were too busy trying to escape.”
“I wasn’t trying to escape.” More like avoid. “We needed supplies. I would have taken Freckles out when I got back.”
“Then wet-vacced the carpet where she peed.” 
Sticking his head back under the counter, he pretended the napkins needed organizing. Should have taken the dog out. Can’t believe I forgot. Damn Sunshine was making him do all sorts of stupid things. Like wear his button-down shirt and pressed khakis. It made no sense why he hadn’t worn his typical jeans and T-shirt since he was going out of his way to avoid her. Not that he’d ever admit it to Mary. 
He peeked over the counter seeing Mary with a customer. Good, he could go to his office and do paperwork without her accusing him of hiding. Which is what he planned to do until his happy-go-lucky employee left for the day.
“Hey, boss,” Darcy called out as he grabbed a cup of cinnamon tea and an apple muffin to take with him. She was coming in from her cigarette break, probably her third for the day. “What’s with the outfit? And you shaved. You look like you got shit on by a preppy bird.”
“Darcy, language. And I’m not wearing a suit and tie, for Pete’s sake. I have to meet someone this afternoon and didn’t want to look like a reject from the slums.” 
Good excuse, huh? He was meeting with someone. Granted it was only Jim Reese, his AA sponsor. It wouldn’t hurt to look like a professional and not some recovering addict. Which unfortunately, he was. 
“Sure, boss, but remember I offered to take you shopping. I could make you look totally badass. All the chicks would be hot for your bod. Any time you want.”
He glared, and Darcy held up her hands to ward him off. Sauntering behind the counter, she began wiping it down. She was a good worker, when she wasn’t taking one of her many breaks. 
The back door opened, and Sara walked in with Freckles on a leash, humming along to a song in her head. Shit, he’d wanted to be upstairs when she got back, and Darcy had distracted him. But not the way Sara distracted him. 
When she bent to unhook Freckles’ leash, TJ had to bite his lip to keep the groan from escaping. No sundress today. This was even worse. White slim-fitting Capri pants accentuated her legs and showed him her firm, rounded ass was equally as gorgeous. A simple T-shirt hugged her curves, and boy, did she have some nice ones. Understated but definitely there. 
The invoices were on the table, so he couldn’t slip out without at least acknowledging her. Not without appearing like a total jerk.
“Thanks for taking Freckles outside. I meant to do it earlier but got held up in traffic.” Shit, he’d rot in hell for the number of lies he’d told today. It’s what Mamita would have said. She’d know. He’d told her enough lies to go to confession for a few decades. He touched the cross around his neck, the one that had been Sonni’s, hoping it would absolve him.
“No problem, Mr. Bannister. Happy to do it. It’s beautiful outside, and I love walking.”
“It’s TJ. We aren’t very formal around here.” Why had he said that? Calling him Mr. Bannister would keep the formality of boss and employee strong. It might remind him how much he needed to stay away from her and her sunshiny personality. 
He picked up the forms. “I’ll have next week’s schedule finished when you come in Saturday.”
Sara scratched Freckles, then smiled again. Why couldn’t she stop?
“Do you mind if I stick around? I wanted to check out how the books are organized and see upstairs.”
Did he mind? Yes, but he could hardly kick her out. “Fine, but you’re off the clock. You’ll get a tour next week with your training.” Maybe she’d take the hint and leave.
No such luck. She actually chirped. “I could stay in a bookstore all day.” Then, she wandered into the shop. 
Bookstores had been his favorite places, too. But now she was here, infiltrating his mind and stirring up parts of him he didn’t want stirred up, he wasn’t so sure. After gathering more invoices, he walked to the stairs. He pretended he wasn’t looking to see where she’d gone or listening for her voice as she cooed to the dog. 
When he got to his office, he left the door ajar. Maybe if he told himself enough times it was to hear if Mary needed help, he might eventually believe it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sara replaced the books she’d read in the basket. It was almost noon and Jasmine and Eddie were still here. 
“Jasmine? Did your mom think Story Hour lasted longer today??”
She didn’t want to leave the kids without a parent, but TJ seemed like he wanted her gone. 
“Mama’s working,” Eddie piped in as he played with blocks. “She come back later.”
“It’s okay,” Jasmine added. “Mr. B. watches us while Mama works. He doesn’t want her paying a babysitter. As long as we behave, he says we can stay here.”
“Is this only for today or all the time?” Had their mother been here the last few times? She didn’t think so. 
“Yep, all the time.” Jasmine never looked up from her book. 
Wandering around the store, she kept her gaze on the kids. She’d gotten a feel for where things were. Children’s section, cookbooks, travel guides, and other non-fiction downstairs. Plus a few tables filled with the newest best sellers and lots of tourist stuff.
Climbing the stairs, she looked down where the two children sat quietly playing and reading. Did her new boss actually allow them to stay here three times a week so their mom could save money? He’d been nothing but surly and short with her. Her mind had trouble balancing that person with someone essentially providing free day care.
Her heart pounded when she explored the upstairs. It extended to the area above the coffee shop, too. Unique pieces of upholstered furniture littered the nooks and alcoves of the floor. Sara could live here she loved it so much. 
Of course, if she did, her lifelong goal wouldn’t happen. You couldn’t become a singer if you shut yourself in a bookstore all day? She loved singing even more than she loved books. 
Passing another alcove, she saw an open door where TJ sat at a desk inside. He stared at some papers, marking them. The glasses he wore made her inside lighter. She’d worn glasses since the fourth grade and had been incredibly self-conscious. Kids had been cruel, especially once she got braces, too. The quintessential dork. Her long monkey arms and stilt-like legs hadn’t made it any better. 
TJ looked good with glasses. They weren’t the thick-rimmed ones most of the in-style guys wore. They were roundish, seeming to have no rim at all and blended in with his face so she hardly noticed them. Lucky guy. She’d made sure to get contacts as early as possible to tone down her geekiness.
When TJ straightened, Sara took a step back. Not too embarrassing, getting caught mooning over the boss. Even if he was gorgeous and made her pulse hop around like a frog in a jumping contest. 
TJ checked his watch, then removed his glasses, setting them on the desk. Scrubbing his face with his hand, he stood up. Sara scooted behind a high shelf as he left the room and jogged down the stairs. 
Curiosity got the better of her, so she peeked downstairs. Unfortunately, he disappeared into the coffee shop part. But before she could go back to the book section, he came out calling to the kids. 
“Lunch. Mary made your favorite, peanut butter and jelly. Yum!”
Jasmine closed her book while Eddie put his Lego creation in the basket and laughed. “But you don’t like peanut butter and jelly.”
Sara watched as TJ sat comfortably at the table with the kids. How long had he been babysitting them? 
He asked the children questions about what they were reading and building. Freckles threw sad eyes at the children, so Eddie held part of his sandwich out. 
“No, you need to eat your crust, Eddie. Freckles has her own food out back. She’ll get spoiled if you give her scraps.”
Jasmine chuckled. “Mama says you feed Freckles scraps all the time. You’re spoiling her.”
TJ’s eyes lit up with mischief, and he held his finger to his lips. “Shh. It’s a secret. You can’t tell anybody. They’ll think I’m a softy.” 
“You are an old softy, TJ.”
Sara adjusted her position to see who’d spoken. It was an attractive young woman with dark hair tied back in a ponytail. She had a cute figure in jeans and a T-shirt.
“Mama!” The woman scooped Eddie into her arms and kissed his cheek. “Time to go home?”
“Time for your nap.”
The boy frowned but settled his head onto the woman’s shoulder. 
“You don’t have to feed them lunch every day, TJ. You already watch them all morning.”
He shrugged. “It’s only PB and J, Gabby. No big deal.”
The woman looked at TJ with adoring eyes. “It is a big deal to me, and you know it. I plan on paying you back someday.”
“Oh, I know. And it’ll be something really big.” TJ spread his hand wide to indicate a huge amount. 
Gabby playfully patted his arm. “You goof. Come on, Jasmine, let’s get home and allow TJ to get back to work. He can’t spend all day watching you.”
Gabby shifted Eddie in her arms. “Say thank you to TJ.”
The children obeyed, and Gabby kissed TJ on the cheek. Something twisted in Sara’s stomach. What it was, she didn’t know, or even why it happened, but it was unsettling. 
They left, and TJ walked off, so Sara couldn’t see him anymore. She grabbed a book and settled into one of the farthest alcoves. Seeing TJ all sweet and tender with the children made her curious. He’d been the same with Gabby. They must be close. No surprise. A guy like him wouldn’t be hurting for female companionship. Like her brothers. They never had trouble finding a date.
Not her. She couldn’t find the right kind of guy if she tripped over him. Nothing she did even got her boss being nice to her. He apparently had the ability. Clearly, she wasn’t worth the effort.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Perfect timing,” Jim Reese called out as TJ walked inside the restaurant. “I already ordered. It should be ready soon.”
The plastic lobster in Jim’s hand vibrated, and he chuckled. “See, I told you, perfect timing.”
After walking to the counter, they claimed the loaded tray. Jim grabbed the cups. “Iced tea or soda today?”
TJ threw him an exasperated look. “You didn’t ask what I wanted to eat. Now you’re concerned about my drink choice?”
Jim grinned. “Okay, iced tea it is. Find us a table. I’ll be there in a sec.”
Balancing the tray, TJ headed to the picnic tables outside. Jim had ordered the Clam Plate for him, with onion rings instead of fries. It’s what he would have ordered. What he always ordered when they came to Seafood Sam’s. Was he too predictable?
He chose a table away from the building and settled in. Jim showed up a minute later and sat across from TJ, pulling the Haddock Plate toward him. Tossing a few fries in his mouth, he chewed, then asked what he always asked each time they met.
“How long has it been?”
TJ sighed, yet knew exactly how many years, months, days, and minutes since his last drink. Would he ever get to the point where he didn’t know right off the top of his head?
“Seven years and five months next Tuesday.”
Jim nodded. “Twenty-five years, eight months, and twelve days.”
TJ swallowed hard. Jim still counted. How long would he? “Do you ever get tired of focusing on the time since your last mistake?”
Jim took a bite of his coleslaw, sipped his drink, then stared at TJ straight on. “I think of it as focusing on the amount of time I’ve been successful. You need to think that way, too, my friend. You’ve been very successful.”
He didn’t answer, just squeezed ketchup onto his plate and dipped one of his clams into it. They ate in silence for a while, then TJ asked, “How’s business at the lumber yard? Picked up since tourist season started?”
Jim managed Hyannis Home Center but lived in Falmouth, a twenty-five minute drive, so they usually met here. TJ liked being away from the town he lived and worked in when they met. Customers nearby might overhear their conversations and judge him. Not that he cared what people thought, but he was a member of the community who owned a business and had started becoming involved with the Chamber of Commerce. Baby steps. Little by little, he hoped to be the contributing member of society he’d never been as a spoiled kid. 
“Yup, summer residents are getting supplies to fix up the place since they left last year. Can we push off our basketball game until later on Sunday, because I have to train some of the new staff. Does five work?”
“Sure.” They had a standing game every Sunday at two. “I have some new staff myself starting this week.”
At his sigh, Jim looked up curiously. “You don’t think they’ll work out?”
Thinking of Sara and her sunny disposition, his mind immediately flashed to the way her hips swayed when she walked, and how her nose crinkled when she smiled. His body reacted in ways it hadn’t in far too long. Man, he needed to get control. Or get laid.
“We’ll see,” he answered vaguely. “You know seasonal staff. They think it’s great living down here, but when you make them work during the best beach hours, they aren’t happy about it.” Except Sara. She’d probably say she was happy she wasn’t where the sun could burn her alabaster skin. 
Jim pulled a brochure out of his pocket, setting it on the table. “This was by the counter. Seen it yet?”
TJ didn’t need to open it. It was the brochure for The Cape Cod Melody Tent. He knew what was in it.
“Second weekend in August has some great bands. You plan on going?”
TJ shrugged and pulled apart an onion ring. He liked the crunchy coating more than the actual onion. Maybe he should just order some fried batter. 
“Did you know he’d be here this summer?” Jim was digging, and TJ would eventually talk, but it might take some time. Jim knew this. And he’d wait. He always did.
“Yeah, he emailed me. Not sure how I feel about it. I haven’t seen my dad in almost two years.”
When he opened the brochure, his gaze immediately zeroed in to the picture of his father’s band. They were all old. It was ridiculous they performed like they did thirty years ago. But people still bought tickets and followed them everywhere. 
The group’s trademark, a black, stenciled Python, decorated the corner of their picture. He rubbed his thigh, the connection one he couldn’t deny, no matter how much he wanted to. 
“When was the last time you saw your mom?” Jim’s voice was casual as he finished off his fish. 
“She shows up every year to visit my grandparents. I’m sure she’ll stop in this summer, too. If she’s got time, she may make an attempt to see me. Usually, she wants me to drive there when she comes. Heaven forbid, she goes out of her way to see her child.”
Jim didn’t respond, so TJ concentrated on his meal. He’d abandoned the thought of ever having a loving family the day Sonni died. It was another unrealistic dream.
“What’s up with the summer staff? You seemed a bit edgy when you mentioned them.”
Sara’s smiling face appeared in his mind, and he found himself grinning. Why, he didn’t know. She was a menace to his libido. His severely underused libido. 
Jim noticed right away. “Someone interesting?”
Maybe he needed to talk it out. He trusted Jim more than anyone else. Except maybe Mary, but he’d never have this conversation with Mary. She’d have him and Sunshine married by the end of the month. 
“I’m not sure interesting is the word I’d use. Dangerous, maybe.”
Jim’s eyebrows rose. “Dangerous, as in emptying the cash register dangerous? Or dangerous to the nice, neat little world you’ve been carving out for yourself?”
“You don’t beat around the bush, do you?”
“Twenty-five years, eight months, and twelve days.”
TJ chuckled. “Dangerous to my peace of mind.”
“Female?”
His chuckle turned into a snort. “Yeah, very.”
“Tell me about her, and how she’s gotten your knickers in a twist.”
“Her name’s Sara. She came in looking for a job, and Mary fell in love with her. I will admit she’s perfect for Story Hour. Even has Freckles crawling in her lap.”
“Seriously? I’ve known you for six years, and your dog won’t come anywhere near me. This girl must be something special. She look like a fashion model?”
TJ frowned. “She looks like a goddamn angel.”
“I don’t think God damns any of his angels.”
“She’s this porcelain doll with blonde hair and innocent eyes. She dresses like she’s going to church and never stops smiling.”
“Smiling.” Jim cringed comically. “Yeah, you have to watch out for those ladies who smile.”
“She’s got a degree in English Literature and attracts kids like the freakin’ Pied Piper.”
“Sounds like the heroine of those romance novels you read.”
“Don’t make me regret telling you,” TJ scolded. “That’s the problem. Whenever I allow myself to have dreams of a normal life, one like they have at the end of those books, I picture someone like her right beside me. It’s a dream, not reality.”
“Why can’t it be reality for you?” Jim leaned closer. “You deserve a happy life as much as the next guy. Stop blaming yourself for what happened in the past. Let it go and move on. Maybe this Sara is exactly what you need.”
“I don’t know.” TJ shook his head. “She’s a nice girl. I’ve never dated a nice girl before. Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever really dated anyone before. Usually, I hookup with a chick someplace, we do it, then say goodbye. Sara’s not the hookup type.”
“When we first met, you were seeing someone.”
TJ thought of Kerri, and his insides revolted. “Don’t mention that bitch. Our relationship was mostly about sex. You don’t jump into bed with someone like Sara.” 
“Then ask her out on a date and don’t sleep with her.”
Sleep. TJ had never slept with a woman before. Had sex, screwed, banged, yeah, he could get cruder in terminology. But sleeping with someone meant commitment. Something he’d never had or knew how to do. His role models were limited.
“Did I mention she’s a nice girl? I have no clue how to treat one of those. Not one I’m interested in romantically anyway.”
Jim started to talk, and TJ interrupted him. “And don’t tell me to ask Mary. She’s already got us practically engaged.”
“Why don’t you let time take its course. Get to know her. Talk about what she likes and wants to do with her life. Treat her like a friend first and see what grows from there.”
TJ didn’t think this would work. Jim always gave him good advice. But how was he supposed to act like friends with someone whose lips called out to be kissed? Whose slender arms asked for his fingers to caress them? Whose mile-long legs begged to be wrapped around his waist. He knew he should only listen to the sweet voice coming from her mouth, but the rest of her body was far noisier than her words and much clearer in his mind. Staying away from her, so he couldn’t hear, seemed like the better solution. 






  
  Chapter Four 
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S ara walked into Tea and Tales a half hour early Saturday. She didn’t see Mary or TJ. Her insides fluttered. Come on, confidence! Darcy stood behind the bookstore register, and two unfamiliar girls each helped a small line of customers at the coffee counter. A cup of tea and pastry would be calming before she started.
Some of the kids playing in the children’s section caught her eye as she waited in line. There was Jasmine, Eddie, bold as brass Elliott, shy little Hope, and the redheaded girl who had been here the day Sara applied for the job. She turned back as the line moved and faced a redheaded woman behind the counter. She looked familiar, and Sara turned to view the redheaded girl, then back to the woman.
“Yup, Fiona’s mine. Can’t even try to deny her. What can I get you?”
“Cinnamon tea and a piece of coffee cake, please.”
The woman left and was back in seconds with a cup and pastry quoting a price. Sara pulled bills out of her purse and held them out.
A hand reached from behind her, grabbed the money, and pushed it back at Sara. “Nope, she works here, Becca. Boss hired her last week to do Story Hour and other stuff.”
Darcy had come up behind her. 
“We haven’t officially met, but I’m Darcy Marx, and this is Becca Miller. She’s the assistant manager in charge when Mary or Jason isn’t here. Your name’s Sara, right?”
“Yes, Sara Storm. It’s nice to meet you both. Are you sure about the cake and tea? I planned to pay for it.”
“When you’re working, it’s on the house,” Darcy explained.
“Unless you eat and drink all during work.” The other girl walked over from her position behind the counter. She had wavy dark hair with bright pink on the tips. Her figure was voluptuous and not at all hidden in the low-cut top and tight shorts. Sara felt plain and frumpy beside her.
“I’m not working until ten,” Sara said. “Maybe I should pay.”
“You’re fine.” Becca pointed to the pink-haired girl. “This is Hunter Crump. She started last week.”
Darcy waved in Hunter’s direction. “And she better learn to keep her boobs inside her shirt if she doesn’t want to end this job. TJ’s in his office and wants a clean, family friendly store. That ain’t it.”
Hunter pouted but tugged on the top slightly. Sara looked down at her own flowing skirt and loose sleeveless top, feeling a bit overdressed.
Taking her tea and pastry, she thanked Becca and sat at an empty table. The crowds moved in and out, but it was still slow paced. Kind of like the small New Hampshire town she grew up in. She couldn’t say she missed it since she’d only been gone a week, but it was strange not to have her parents around to talk to or her brothers to tease her. Of course, her oldest brother, Erik, was stationed overseas, and she hadn’t seen him in almost ten months. She missed him and worried about him being in a war zone. 
As ten o’clock approached, more kids shuffled in, claiming rug space in the children’s section. Sara finished her snack and tossed her trash. 
Getting this job had been perfect. The only small worry was how TJ treated her. He hadn’t exactly been mean, but the warmth he gave to the children wasn’t there when he spoke to her. Children had a way of spreading it to everyone. He obviously wasn’t immune.
“Mary isn’t working today?” Sara asked Becca, hoping the older woman’s friendly face would be around to make her more comfortable. It usually took a while to warm up to people, yet she was always outwardly friendly. Inside, she was a bundle of nerves. 
“Mary has Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays off.”
“Is it time to read, yet, Sara?”
A tug on her skirt had her looking down into Jasmine’s bright face. She took the child’s hand and led her to the colorful carpet. There were more children than usual. 
“Hi, everyone, I’m Sara. Are we ready to begin?”
Some loud whoops and a few softer, “yups” came her way, and she sifted through the books, pulling out her favorite. As she began to read, her anxiety drifted away, leaving her calm and in her element.
The hour flew by, and soon the parents herded their children out, disposable coffee cups in their hands. Only Jasmine, Eddie, and Fiona were left. She hated leaving the children by themselves, but TJ would consider this time off the clock. 
Becca walked over, scooping Fiona into her arms. “Okay, munchkin, Grammy’s here. Be good, and I’ll see you later.” She planted a few sloppy kisses on the girl’s face, making the child squeal in delight. 
“Hey, Sara?” Darcy called out from behind the coffee counter. “There’s a lull right now. I’ll show you how the equipment works.”
TJ said she’d get trained next week. Would he be okay with this? He hadn’t shown his face since she’d been here, though Freckles had joined Story Hour as usual. If he stayed put, she could learn a few things now, then look like a great student when she officially trained later.
“Did TJ ask you to show me this?” Cover your bases. No sense getting the new boss upset before you even start.
“He’ll be fine. You’re here now, and it’s not busy. On Monday, we’ve got stock coming in, and it’s mostly new people, with only Mary for the morning. Better to learn now.”
Sara walked behind the counter noting Becca was at the book register. Hunter stood near the end, talking with a few guys who’d
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