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HEA vs. a curse, a ghost, and a plague of ETs. 

According to the Anagnos family curse, second son Xander is doomed to failure. When he inherits his Uncle Gus’s business in Trappers Cove, Washington, Xander jumps at the chance to prove himself. Of course, he plans to remake the schlocky, alien-themed souvenir shop into something trendier and more upmarket. Who wouldn't want that?

Hannah Leone, that's who. Reporter for the Trappers Cove Beacon, Hannah is hell-bent on protecting Souvenir Planet, the beloved icon that draws thousands of tourists to their quirky beach town. The Beacon is struggling to survive, and there’s no way Hannah will let an inconvenient crush stand between her and the biggest story to hit Trappers Cove in ages.    

Caught in a battle of wills and sizzling desire, Xander and Hannah discover the bizarre depths of Uncle Gus’s alien obsession. When disaster strikes, they’ll need Xander’s innovation and Hannah’s connections to save Souvenir Planet. But if these hard-headed foes don’t lay down their arms, the town they love will pay the price.  

Come back to Trappers Cove for a steamy, laugh-out-loud, rivals-to-lovers romance full of found family, beachy fun, and out-of-this-world mystery.  
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And to all the readers who take the time to review my books.

Your support keeps me writing!
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  Chapter One
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The closer Xander got to his parents’ home, the tighter he clenched the wheel.   
Skipping Sunday dinner was out of the question, especially today, but he couldn’t resist grumbling a string of curses as he searched for a parking space beneath the bare-limbed maples. He added a few more choice words when his dented Prius jolted over a monster pothole. Typical Seattle—even prosperous neighborhoods like his parents’ had crappy, cratered streets.  
The neighbors must hate it when the Anagnos clan assembled for a party. Luxury cars belonging to his siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins filled every parking space in view, including several illegal spots. And no one in his extended family dared miss Aunt Zoe’s seventieth birthday celebration—which meant all of his parents’ generation were septuagenarians now, not that they looked it.  
“Good Greek genes,” his dad proudly proclaimed to anyone who’d listen. “Plus good Greek food and good Greek luck.”  
Unless you were a second son. Then you were screwed.
Xander checked his reflection in the rear-view mirror—no green in his teeth, no eye boogers, hair tamed for the occasion with enough product to subdue the unruliest curls, even in the February drizzle. “Three hours, tops,” he promised himself as he climbed out and fetched Zoe’s gift from the back seat—a basket of gourmet goodies salvaged from his defunct shop, along with a few bottles from his recently closed wine bar.
He straightened his shoulders, pasted on a painfully fake smile, and strode up the flagstone walkway. Overhead, a crow squawked and dropped a splat of shit right in his path.  
He glared at the feathered harbinger. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. I’m cursed. Now, fuck off.”  
On his way to the living room, he scanned the hallway photo gallery—a gilt-framed shots of Mama, Baba, and older brother Dimitrios in front of Niko’s Taverna, the iconic Greek restaurant founded by his great-great-grandparents, along with elder sister Elena behind the counter of her artsy Capitol Hill coffee shop, and a glowing newspaper review of younger sisters Sofia and Irida’s downtown lunch place.  
But the photo of his wine bar’s grand opening was gone, replaced by a picture of his nephew’s soccer championship. The kid’s team had been knocked out in the quarterfinals, but he still merited a place on the wall of honor.  
And Xander did not. Not that he begrudged his siblings’ success. The restaurant business had been his family’s stock-in-trade for generations. Lacking a chef’s training—he’d dropped out of culinary school after a series of unfortunate kitchen accidents—he’d taken a degree in business and tried his hand at food-adjacent pursuits. So what if his first few tries fell through? Failure is just a learning opportunity, as his favorite professor used to say.  
He tapped his former spot on the wall. “I’ll be back.”  
No one even glanced Xander’s way as he strolled into the noisy, jam-packed living room, deposited his basket on the overflowing gift table, then wandered to the buffet and filled a plate with lemony stuffed grape leaves, flakey spanakopita, and tangy marinated olives.  
Easier to evade questions when your mouth is full.
“Alexandros,” a resonant alto voice called out from somewhere near the fireplace. “Come, give your auntie a kiss. And bring me some of those shrimp.”
Juggling two plates and a glass of bone-dry Assyrtiko, he wove through the crowd until he found the birthday girl perched on a velvet armchair between a marble Hercules and a bronze Aphrodite. Zoe was in her glory today, dressed in a pink silk suit, her dark hair lacquered into a helmet, diamonds glittering in her ears and on her fingers.  
“Here you go, Theía Z.” He handed over her plate and pecked her cheek.  
“My handsomest nephew. Let’s look at you.” Her eyes twinkled. “I don’t care what they say, you’re always a winner in my book, kiddo.”
“Thanks.” Ignoring the backhanded compliment—because why should today be any different?—he widened his phony smile. “And you’re stunning, Theía. Sure you’re not turning thirty?”  
“Oh, you.” Tittering like a schoolgirl, she swatted him with her napkin.  
“There he is.” His mother bustled across the room, elbowing her relatives aside. She planted her fists on her hips, narrowed her eyes, and inspected him from head to toe. “You look sickly, Alexandros. Aren’t you eating up there in that drafty hovel?”
“It’s not drafty, Mama.” His studio apartment might be cramped and dark, but it was the best he could afford. And if his luck didn’t change soon, he’d have to find lodgings outside the city to escape Seattle’s insane prices.  
“It’s a bad neighborhood. My son deserves better.” She patted his cheek. “Please, darling, come home. Baba will make a job for you at the restaurant.” 
Nope. Not happening. I’m nearly forty, and I’m not moving back into my childhood room. His fingers drifted toward the envelope in his pocket.  
“I’ll be fine, Mama. I’ve got a new opportunity.”
She topped her scoff with an extra helping of stink-eye. “You and your opportunities. They never work out, and you know why?”
“Ma, for cripes’ sake, lay off with that curse nonsense.” Irida, his youngest sister, sidled up to join them. “Xander always lands on his feet, don’t you, bro?”
“Absolutely.” He grinned like a toothpaste model. “No need to worry about me.”
“Enough squabbling,” Zoe insisted, rising from her seat. “It’s my birthday, and I say it’s time to eat.”  
Mama clapped her hands. “Everyone, to the table.”
Aunt Zoe plucked at Irida’s sleeve. “And put on some music. Who’s that handsome singer I like? The one with the bedroom eyes?”
“Panos Kíamos?”  
“That’s the one.”  
Greek pop music filled the air as the long dining table and three extra folding tables filled with hungry Anagnoses from seventy-eight to seven. Once everyone had wine or grape juice for the birthday toast, Konstantin, Xander’s father and the oldest of his generation, tapped his glass with his spoon. At the kids’ table, the littles echoed their grandpa’s ting, ting, ting.
“Cut that out,” Xander’s eldest sister, Eleni, warned them. “You’ll break something.”  
When Xander chuckled, she elbowed him, her glare the spitting image of their father’s. “Just wait till you have kids.”
Kids of his own? At almost forty, that didn’t seem likely. Since his divorce fifteen years ago, his love life had consisted of nothing but brief liaisons, and that was fine with him. He had this ridiculously large, loud family. And he had friends—well, a few—plus his work, which left him with no time for relationships.  
Baba stroked his thick mustache as he surveyed all their expectant faces. “It is good to see the whole family together.” He furrowed his bushy brows. “Except for Gus. He should be here. Why is he not here?” His spotlight glare slid over the assembly, but no one made a peep.
“He should have driven up for his sister’s party,” Baba declared with a scowl as thunderous as Zeus’s. “Family is more important than that stupid souvenir shop.”
“That’s enough, Konstantin,” Zoe said with a sniff of wounded forbearance. “Augustus is doing his best, considering.” Her gaze flicked to Xander, then away, a gesture repeated by several other family members.  
Bruised by their pity and judgment, Xander remained stoic. How freakin’ ludicrous that a bunch of twenty-first century Americans—well, Greek Americans, but still—clung to antiquated notions like family curses.  
So what if Gus was less prosperous than the rest of his siblings? So what if he lived in a pokey little beach town instead of Seattle? So what if he’d broken free of the family restaurant business to go in a different direction? Gus was happy.
In fact, it was while helping Gus in Souvenir Planet, his sprawling beachside shop stuffed with everything from rare seashells to old-fashioned sideshow curiosities to alien-themed tchotchkes, that Xander had caught the entrepreneurship bug. His summer job there made him feel important and capable.
Unlike here, where everyone saw him as a bumbling loser, buffeted by bad luck beyond his control.  
He strangled his napkin under the table. Curse of the second son, my ass.  
As the family passed moussaka, roasted lamb, stuffed peppers, and Greek salad, Xander grazed his fingertips over the letter in his pocket—a talisman of hope.
“Come to Trappers Cove,” Gus had written in his slanted, sloppy script. “I’ve got a business proposition for you, something out of this world.”
Uncle Gus always had interesting ideas. True, they didn’t always make sense, but between his vivid imagination and Xander’s grounded practicality, they’d cook up something good.  
And they’d better, because the wine bar’s failure chewed through a big chunk of Xander’s capital. He’d have to build up more funds before he could launch another business. And if that meant spending time in the funky little beach town he’d loved as a kid, there were worse fates—like overseeing supplies and laundry service from the stuffy back office of Niko’s Taverna.  
Family curse or no, Xander had bigger plans. It wasn’t his fault his first few ventures failed, just a combination of bad timing and unforeseeable circumstances. He’d prove to his family, and to himself, that he was as capable, as creative, as responsible as any of them.  
Dimitri reached across the table and snapped his fingers under Xander’s nose. “Hey, space cadet, you gonna hold that salad all night, or you gonna pass it so the rest of us can have some?”
Sofia, his next older sister, tsk-tsked. “Quit picking on Xander. It’s not his fault he was born under a bad star.”  
“Isn’t that what you called your last place?” Dimitri teased. “Bad Star Wine Bar?”
“The Amphora,” Xander grumbled and shoved the salad bowl into his brother’s hands. He’d like to upend it over Dimitri’s sneering face.
“That’s a good name,” Zoe reassured him. “You just had bad luck. Can’t be helped.”
With a grateful glance at his aunt, Xander pushed away his plate. His appetite had withered. Why did he subject himself to these gatherings? In his family’s eyes, he couldn’t win.  
Mama speared him with her eagle-eye gaze. “What wrong, Xander? You don’t like the food?”
Rule number one at a Greek family dinner: praise the food effusively. He’d fallen down on that job too.  
He lifted a forkful of lamb. “Sorry, got caught up in my thoughts. Everything’s delicious.”
“That’s better. Now, eat up.”  
According to Lydia Anagnos, the problem didn’t exist that couldn’t be solved with food.
After the dishes were cleared away, Baba poured Greek-style coffee, and Demitri handed out shots of ouzo and rose-flavored liqueur, while Mama and Eleni passed doily-lined platters of halva and loukoumades, balls of fried dough drizzled with honey. Xander helped himself, knowing it was futile to turn down dessert.  
Besides, a shot or two of sweet booze would help him care less about the pitying glances and whispered comments. They were only trying to protect him in their warped, superstitious way. He wasn’t unloved, just underestimated and pitied, and the only thing that would ever shake their belief in the family curse was a brilliant, showy success.
And how in the hell was he going to pull that off?
Aunt Zoe clapped her hands. “Come. I want my family to dance me into my new decade.”  
While Baba pulled out his collection of vinyl records, others cleared away furniture for dancing.  
Lagging behind, Xander peeked at Gus’s note again, trying to puzzle out his uncle’s cryptic message. Something out of this world? What wacky scheme had Gus cooked up this time?  
His mother plopped down next to him, her eyes sharp with curiosity.  
He quickly refolded the letter and tucked it back into his pocket.
“What’s that? A note from a new love?”  
No, but hopefully a new start.  
“Nothing that interesting.”
She heaved a dramatic sigh and squeezed his knee. “My poor, unlucky boy. I worry about you.”
He grabbed her hand. “Come on, Mama. It’s not time for worrying; it’s time for dancing.”  
The twangy opening notes of the Ikariotikos rang out, and Xander joined the line of laughing, swaying relatives, giving each stomp extra force.  
Soon, they’d gather again to celebrate his success—whatever that turned out to be. In the meantime, putting some distance between himself and their smother-love would do him good. A man needs room to breathe, and Trappers Cove had room to spare, brisk sea air, and the only relative who had faith in him.  
In fact, Trappers Cove was probably his best hope—and his last chance. 






  
  Chapter Two
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What the hell was Mom doing? 
Crouched awkwardly in the window of the Trappers Cove Beacon’s newsroom, Hannah’s mother looked almost as green as the paper shamrocks she was taping to the glass.  
Hannah hurried inside and dumped their takeout lunch on her desk. “Mom! Your back’s never going to get better if you don’t rest. Let me handle the decorations.”
Mom pulled a wry face. “It’s a slow news day. Might as well make myself useful.” She ripped a length of Scotch tape with her teeth and pressed a grinning leprechaun into place.
As if they hadn’t spent enough time in hospital waiting rooms lately. But stubbornly ignoring problems was a time-honored Leone family trait—one best confronted head on.  
Hannah softened her tone and reached for the roll of tape her mother clutched with grim determination. “You don’t fool me with this busy-bee crap. You’re hurting, Mom. Is your ulcer acting up again? Another migraine?” 
Wincing, Mom straightened and wiped her hands on her knit slacks. “I’m fine, just a little tired. Did Mo get my order right?”
“Plain chicken kebab, no spice.” She handed over the sandwich, along with an iced mint tea, then sat at her desk and unwrapped her own lunch: a deluxe kebab with the works, the ultimate in greasy, garlicky goodness. She took a bite, closed her eyes, and moaned.
So did her mother, and not in an OMG-this-is-delicious way.
“Okay, enough of this stoic nonsense,” Hannah snapped. “Either you go lie down or I’m calling Doc Rivas.”  
Mom waved away Hannah’s concern with a flick of her paper napkin. “It’s not my ulcer, and it’s not a migraine.” She pulled an envelope from her inbox. “It’s bad news. This arrived while you were out.”  
Hannah extracted a sheet of foil-stamped letterhead paper and skimmed its contents. Each line knotted her stomach tighter. “They’re cutting us off?”
Mom slumped in her worn desk chair. “Agnes Jankowski’s heirs have withdrawn their support. This month’s check is our last.”  
“But, but,” Hannah spluttered, “how can they do that?” Without the patronage of their uber-wealthy benefactor, their small-town newspaper, one of the last in Washington State, would plummet into the red.  
And then what? The Beacon was her whole world. Losing it was unthinkable.
Hannah’s mental wheels whirred. “We’ll cut costs. Take in more ad revenue.”
“Pfft.” Mom waved an arthritic hand. “The more we stuff our pages with ads, the more subscribers we lose.” With a grunt, she pushed to her feet and hobbled over to perch on Hannah’s desk.  
A shiver crawled down Hannah’s spine. Since when had Mom looked so pale and pained and…old? The lines bracketing her mouth seemed deeper today, and a slight tremor shook the hand she laid over Hannah’s tight fist.  
“The news industry is changing, love. Local papers are dying off like mayflies on a frosty night. Hell, even the big papers are struggling.”
“But our digital edition—”
“Is also losing subscribers. We’re down twenty-seven percent from last year.”  
Old Fred Knudsen shuffled by, pausing to snatch a fry from Mom’s plate. “Afternoon, Hannah. Linda, I’ll have that write-up on the water commission meeting by COB today.”
Mom gave a tight grin. “Can’t wait.”  
Once Fred was out of hearing range, she continued in a hushed voice. “There simply isn’t enough news in TC to keep our doors open. It’s time to put the paper to bed for good.”  
Heat rose in Hannah’s throat. “And the minute we do, it’ll all happen again.” She shot to her feet and paced the timeworn black and white tiled floor, her hands karate-chopping the air. “It’s our duty to expose that kind of back-room corruption. If the citizens of Trappers Cove can’t see who’s pulling the strings, those strings will strangle us.”
Mom planted herself in Hannah’s path. “Easy now. What happened to us was unfortunate, but—”
“Unfortunate? It was a tragedy! An outrage!” She smacked her desk, knocking papers to the floor. “And it’s not gonna happen again, not on my watch.”
Mom pulled her into a hug. “Honey, I get it. Journalism is in your blood, but it’s a lost cause.”  
Hannah jerked free and resumed her frantic pacing. Give up? Lost cause? Not on her watch.
“All we need is one spectacular story that’ll draw subscribers and save the Beacon. Otherwise, where will people get their news? Social media? An informed citizenry is the cornerstone of democracy, and…”
Mom chuckled. “Just like your grandfather, holding a beacon of light to the masses.”  
Hannah held only vague memories of her nonno sitting in the Editor-in-Chief’s chair Mom now occupied. She remembered his striped suspenders, his walrus mustache, his ink-stained fingers. Always kind to his over-eager granddaughter, he printed her “stories” on the children’s page. Nonno loved his work so much he never retired, heading the Beacon until his sudden heart attack at the age of seventy-five.  
Fear snaked around Hannah’s heart and squeezed. Would she come to work and find her mother slumped over in her desk chair, the way they found Nonno Leone?
As much as she loved the newspaper, she couldn’t risk her mother’s health and happiness to save it.  
Mom grasped Hannah’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Change is inevitable, my love.”  
Grim determination tightened her jaw. “Not this time, Mom. There’s too much at stake.”  
A loud rattle came from behind an office divider. Almah Reyes, another of their part-time reporters, poked her head out. “Printer’s acting up again.”
Hannah dragged a hand down her overheated face and muttered, “Why does she insist on printing out her stories?”
Almah harrumphed. “You young reporters and your digital newspapers. I proofread my work the old-fashioned way—with a red pencil.”
Hannah and her mother exchanged a look of weary amusement, knowing whatever Almah turned in would contain several typos.  
“What are you working on, Almah?” Mom called. 
“Pet of the week from the animal shelter. Wait till you see this kitty. He’s only got one eye, but he’s so stinkin’ cute.”  
“Be with you in a minute, dear.” Mom rolled her eyes, then grasped Hannah’s hands and lowered her voice. “My beautiful, hard-headed darling, I know how much the Beacon means to you, but I’m tired. My back is shot; my stomach is trying to eat itself, and my vision is going from staring at computer screens. It’s time for me to retire.” She patted Hannah’s hand. “And without Agnes Jankowski’s support, we’ll run out of funds in a few months. So I’ll give you until the end of April. If you can make the Beacon solvent by then, you can take over as Editor-In-Chief. If not, we’re closing our doors.”
“Ma,” Hannah croaked and blinked back the sting of tears.
Mom cupped Hannah’s cheek, her weary smile brimming with compassion. “I’m sorry, darling, but all good things reach an end. And Trappers Cove is too confining for someone with your drive and talent. You’re wasting your potential here. Go stretch your wings, maybe even find someone to love. You’ve been single far too long.”  
Bristling, Hannah counted backward. It hadn’t been that long since she and Nathan broke up. Just...
Her shoulders sagged. Wow, almost four years ago. His parting words still stung: “Your priorities are fucked up, Hannah. I’m offering you love, but you won’t lift your nose out of that damned newspaper long enough to see it.”  
So what? She could get another man if she wanted to. She kept fit and took care of her appearance. Even at forty, plenty of guys still asked her out.
Besides, what were the chances of finding a partner who wasn’t put off by her drive? A guy who didn’t expect her to spend the rest of her life in the passenger seat?
Hannah closed her eyes and massaged her aching brow. “I’m not looking for a boyfriend, Mom. Journalism is my passion, and Trappers Cove is my family.”  
Mom’s sigh spoke of weariness and defeat. “This newspaper has cost me too much already, baby. Don’t let it cost you a happy future.” She packed up her lunch and headed for the back staircase. “I’m going to lie down for a while.”
She could use a lie-down herself, a little time to digest this wrenching news. But the clock was ticking, and she had a helluva lot of work to do if she was going to right this sinking ship in less than three months, so she collapsed into her seat and flipped through her appointment calendar.
City Council meeting, high school honors assembly, Mable Scarpetti turns one hundred…
“Come on, TC, I need a juicy story.”  
The oppressive silence of the newsroom left her flushed and claustrophobic. Weird—usually she felt as much at home here as in her tiny apartment upstairs.
She clapped a hand to her clammy forehead. Oh no, is this what perimenopause feels like?  
She needed air. Grabbing her jacket, she bolted outside and lifted her face to the sky. Misty rain cooled her heated skin. Main Street was nearly deserted today—empty and frustratingly news-free. A brisk wind carried the scent of salt and sea from the beach, only two blocks away. If not for the cold, she’d head west and walk the shoreline, letting the surf’s roar calm her buzzing thoughts.
“Dead, dead, dead,” she muttered as she scanned Main Street. Between the holidays and spring break, raw weather and a paucity of fun events kept away the tourists who tripled the town’s population in summer. Even locals mostly stayed indoors. No parties, no festivals…nada.
A seagull flapped down to perch on a fire hydrant and eye her intently, probably hoping for a snack.
“Why did things have to change?” she asked the bird, adding a childish foot stomp since no one was around to see.  
The gull ruffled its feathers and squawked.  
“You’re right; it’s my trauma talking.” She gave a dry chuckle. “Ten years of therapy and I’m still chewing on that bone. But damn it, bird, how would you feel if you had to watch bulldozers demolish the nest where you grew up?” 
The gull cocked its head and regarded her, a glint of accusation in its beady eye.  
“Yeah, yeah, it was twenty-five years ago. I should be over it by now. But can a person really get over something like that?”
Dad’s ultimate betrayal, worse than leaving her and Mom for a younger woman. He’d refused to let Mom have his share of equity in their cozy beachfront cottage, so the family court judge forced the sale of the property—to a greedy California land shark who didn’t give two cold dog turds about Trappers Cove. To this day, she couldn’t walk past the ugly block of apartments that took its place without stomach-churning flashbacks.  
So who could blame her for pushing back against change? Change meant loss and heartache and bitterness.  
The bird grumbled in its gull language, then fluttered down to her feet.  
She dug in her pocket and found a crumpled paper napkin from her last visit to Garrett’s bakery across the street. She shook it out, and a few crumbs fell to the pavement. The bird gobbled them quickly.
“All I need is one good story, buddy. Deep investigative journalism. Pathos, humor, irony…something people will be dying to read about. So if you’ve got any ideas, I’m wide open here.” 
The gull stretched its snowy throat, let out a yawp, then winged across the street toward Souvenir Planet, the sprawling, kitschy souvenir shop that shared a parking lot with the bakery. Odd, even during this slow time of year there’d normally be at least a half-dozen cars in the lot, but today it stood empty. And that was bad because tourist dollars were Trappers Cove’s lifeblood.  
Frowning, she gazed up at the chaotic façade where two silver-painted plywood UFOs and an assortment of stars and planets shared space with a pirate captain and a grinning dolphin. Beneath the porch roof, antique farm equipment and other mechanical oddities squatted beside benches and weedy planters.
So many happy childhood memories centered around this place. As far back as she could remember, Gus stocked her favorite saltwater taffy flavors: tangerine and peppermint. She’d loved impressing out-of-town cousins with his creepy taxidermized creatures, like the two-headed calf and the “mermaid,” with a monkey’s body and a salmon’s tail. A good portion of her allowance went to seashell jewelry and other tchotchkes purchased at Gus’s emporium of the weird and wacky. Back then, space alien-themed trinkets only made up a tiny portion of Gus’s inventory. Lately, little green and silver ETs grinned from nearly every shelf in the store, and tourists gobbled it up. Seemed Gus found his market niche.
Come to think of it, she hadn’t seen the mustachioed, grandfatherly Greek for a while now. She usually ran into him at the bakery or Cassie’s Coastal Café. She made a mental note to check on him soon.  
The wind was picking up, and the worst of Hannah’s angst had eased into a dull sense of defeat, with a dash of impending doom. Might as well head back to the office and start making phone calls.  
With Mom upstairs and Fred and Almah out covering stories, Hannah felt the weight of her solitude. Her footsteps echoed in the empty newsroom as she once again paced the aisle between the desks. “C’mon, Muse, hit me.”  
A shadow moved at the edge of her vision. She whipped her head around to stare at what had been her father’s desk.
Nothing there but piles of mail and an empty chair. The caffeine must be making her jittery.  
Ironic how bitter anger swirled with fond memories. Dad had such a nose for news. If he were here, he’d know what to do.  
“But you’re gone, aren’t ya?” She glared at the vacant space. “Serves you right.”  
Immediately, guilt sliced her between the ribs. She had every right to hate him after he abandoned them for a shiny new job at the Portland Oregonian and the younger woman he’d knocked up while still married to Mom. But a heart attack had felled him before his little boy even reached kindergarten. 
One destroyed home, two widows, four broken hearts.
Weird how, for long stretches of time, she wouldn’t give that painful chapter of her life much thought, and then something would bring it all boiling up again like a foul-tasting, bitter burp. Why now? Must be the phase of the moon, or perhaps an extra-strong tide tugging at her psyche.  
With a sigh, she sat and opened their database of digitized back issues. While the files loaded, she poked the space alien bobblehead atop her monitor to make him dance. Cute little bugger.  
She clicked back in time—five years ago, six, seven… then smacked her desk and let out a whoop.  
Shortly after her parents’ divorce, Mom did a two-page spread on the twenty-fifth anniversary of Souvenir Planet. That story led to a feature on Seattle TV news and an influx of visitors. She checked the date—sure enough, that was in early March twenty-five years ago, which meant the shop’s fiftieth anniversary was coming up. 
Perfect! She could spin this into a big, juicy human-interest story—Gus’s origins, his contribution to Trappers Cove, his antique arcade games, his fascination with aliens, which she suspected was mostly a marketing gimmick, but who cared? It was cute and endearing, and readers would eat it up with a spoon.
If she could pry enough information out of Gus, she’d have weeks’ worth of material. And the old guy loved to talk. Ooh! How about a detailed digital exclusive to lure new subscribers?
Her whole body tingled with renewed energy as her fingers flew over the keyboard. Her prayers had been answered. She was going to by-God save the Beacon. 






  
  Chapter Three
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Feeling more relaxed than he had in ages, Xander cruised through Trappers Cove on his way to Souvenir Planet. Despite the passage of over twenty years since his last childhood summer, Main Street had barely changed. So many happy memories: the arcade where he’d gleefully bested Uncle Gus and Aunt Marty in Skee-ball; Gelateria Paradiso, home of the world’s best chocolate-hazelnut ice cream; Cassie’s Coastal Café, where he ate blueberry pancakes with whipped cream smiles…   
Idling at the main drag’s only traffic light, he laughed out loud at the corny cartoon sign of Spee-Dee Go-karts. Would it be too weird for an almost middle-aged man to take a ride? Maybe Gus would race him again for old times’ sake.  
While his inner child rejoiced, his adult sensibilities cringed a little at the tackiness of it all. Mismatched buildings, a crooked streetlamp, faded paint, and kitschy shop names like Auntie Annabelle’s Antiques Attic, Ali Baba’s Kebabs, Mermaid’s Grotto Gifts, and Madame Zora’s Psychic Emporium. He bet her patchouli incense still made visitors sneeze.  
If he were in charge, he’d give the whole shopping area a facelift, starting with Gus’s place—yikes! Of all the beachy-kitschy shops, Souvenir Planet took the tacky cake. He pulled into the almost-empty lot and stared up at the gaudy façade, now even more crowded with grinning plywood aliens, shooting stars, a couple of lopsided planets, and a 3-D UFO made out of God knows what. Above the entrance, a new sign, hand lettered in neon green, shouted, Visit the Cosmic Vortex.  
Was that some kind of kiddie ride? One of those optical illusion rooms with a tilted floor? Gotta hand it to Gus. The guy was creative, always throwing ideas at the wall to see what stuck.  
Guilt poked Xander hard as he pulled on his rain jacket. He hadn’t visited Gus’s place since Aunt Marty passed, and that was…five years ago. To hear Gus tell it during his infrequent visits to Seattle, the shop was still humming along. Must be tough, running the business without his wife’s help. They’d been so close, literally finishing each other’s sentences and giggling over the goofy shit they stocked on their shelves.  
If he could find a woman to laugh with the way Gus laughed with Marty, he’d be a happy man. But right now, he didn’t have much to offer a partner, other than a night or two of fun. Better to forget about dating and focus on the task at hand—whatever that turned out to be. With Uncle Gus, you never knew.  
He crossed the pitted parking lot, sidestepping around puddles. Weird, he couldn’t recall ever seeing it this empty. Even in the dead season between school vacations, there was always someone poking through the shelves of seashells, snow globes, T-shirts, and other touristy crap.
A few cars sat outside Sweet Dreams Bakery, which shared the big parking lot. Was Miss Ella still around? His mouth watered at the memory of her giant peanut butter cookies—the perfect balance of sweet and salty, soft and crunchy.  
As he walked past, a tall red-haired man stepped onto the bakery’s covered porch, his arm crooked to steady an elderly woman as she descended the three stairs. Could that be the old baker herself? No, too short to be Ella. The man helped the old gal into her car, then glanced Xander’s way and tilted his head as if trying to place him.
Holy shit. “Gary? Is that you?”
The guy laughed. “Nobody’s called me Gary in years. Not since Granny Ella passed.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “This is my place now. Are you that skinny kid who worked at Gus’s shop? His nephew, right?” 
Xander strode forward, hand extended. “I’ll be damned. I’m Xander Anagnos.”
“Garrett Becker, at your service. If you’re hungry, that is.”  
They clasped hands, and Garrett gave him that same wide grin he had as a gawky kid, all knees and elbows and big feet. Now tall and lean, he’d grown into those clumsy limbs. His friendly smile immediately put Xander at ease.  
Garrett lifted his chin in the direction of the shore. “Remember when we tried to climb the rock wall to Ivan’s Hollow?”  
“Hell yeah.” Xander rubbed his elbow. “We both fell—what?—ten feet? I’ve still got the scar.”  
“You in town to visit your uncle?”  
“He asked me to come.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Place is looking kind of sad.” 
Garrett nodded, his smile fading. “Afraid Gus hasn’t been doing so well. The Pandemic hit us all hard, you know? Most businesses have bounced back, but Gus—” He spread his hands. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re here.” He backed toward the bakery. “Hey, I’ve got cookies in the oven, but stop by when you get a chance. Let’s catch up.” 
“I’ll do that.”  
Worry wormed into Xander’s gut as he approached the shop. Its lights were off, except for a pale glow from Gus’s office in the back. He tried the door. Locked. A handwritten sign in the window said ‘Back at one.’  
Xander checked his phone. Four-fifteen.
“Uncle Gus?”  
No answer. He called Gus’s cell—probably still had his old flip phone. It went straight to a voice mail announcement that Gus’s inbox was full.  
Well, shit. He made his way to the “Employees Only” door behind the dumpsters. Maybe, if he was lucky…
Gus was notoriously bad about losing keys, so he used to hide a spare shop key…damn it, where? Scowling, Xander searched his memory.  
“Gotcha!” Extracting the key hidden beneath a plaster alien in an overgrown, weedy planter, he let himself in.
The smell hit him first—the unmistakable whiff of mildew. He fumbled until he found a light switch.
“Sweet Jesus.” How long since this place had a good cleaning? Cobwebs dangled from glass fishing floats and nets overhead, and dust coated mangey taxidermized creatures mounted high on the walls. The shelves were jumbled with no discernable order, which was out of character for Gus, who always kept his merchandise organized in his own oddball way.  
Worry scrabbled in Xander’s stomach. Something was majorly wrong if Gus let his beloved shop deteriorate to this state.
“Gus?” he called. “It’s me, Xander.”  
No reply, not even the sound of Gus’s ancient transistor radio, permanently set to a talk-radio station.  
He made his way through the aisles, past an even bigger assortment than he remembered of space aliens, big and small, staring from mugs, ashtrays, wine glasses, and soap dishes. The once-impressive display of exotic seashells looked picked-over, and most of the penny arcade games bore ‘out of order’ signs.
Even the “mermaid’s” case was grimy with fingerprints. Actually a mummified monkey with false eyelashes attached to a fish tail, its aquarium home had a new label: ‘Celestia, Space Siren from Planet Xormak, Crash Landed on Earth in 1942.’  
“Going all in on the alien angle, eh, Gus?”  
He pushed through the swinging doors to the back storage area where Gus kept his office. A light burned behind the frosted glass office door.  
“Uncle Gus?” He opened the door, then bolted backward and collided with rickety metal shelves, tumbling them and himself to the floor with a loud clang.
“No no no,” he moaned, pushing painfully to his feet. “Please, God, let him be okay.”
He wasn’t okay. Gus lay face-down, his limbs sprawled at awkward angles, clutching a sheet of paper.  
Stomach knotted, Xander stumbled to Gus’s crumpled form and knelt beside him. He pressed two fingers to his uncle’s throat. No pulse, just cold, waxy skin.  
Gus was gone.
Xander’s senses swam as he lurched to his feet and grasped Gus’s desk to keep from toppling to the floor.  
From somewhere in the shop, he heard a sharp knock. A woman called, “Hello? Gus?”  
It took Xander three tries to find his voice.  
“Call 911!”
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A man backed through the swinging doors, swaying on his feet, one hand clutching his thick, dark hair. Was he drunk? A robber? No, he was too well-dressed for that, in stylish jeans, polished leather shoes, and a rain-damp jacket. He shook his head slowly, moving as if in a trance.
“Sir? Are you okay?”
He spun toward her, wan and wide-eyed, a grimace of sheer panic on his handsome face. “He’s…he’s… Oh, God.” Stumbling forward, he collided with a display of snow globes that tumbled to the floor. Oblivious to the wet, glittery mess, he pointed a trembling finger toward the back of the shop.
She started for the swinging doors, but he yelped, grabbed her arm, and yanked her hard against his chest. Beneath her palm, his heart raced like a hummingbird’s wings. 
“Don’t go back there,” he rasped. “It’s terrible.”
Oh God, was Gus murdered?  
Moving slowly so as not to further startle him, she pulled her phone from her pocket. “Okay, I’m calling now.” While she waited for the call to connect, she inched him backward toward an old-fashioned park bench and eased him down beside a bedraggled life-size alien in a faded silver suit, a favorite photo spot for tourists. Afraid he might slide to the floor, she sat next to him, but their ET companion didn’t leave much room, so she had to squish against the man’s quaking body.  
She hit Speaker on her phone.  
“Pacific County Dispatch. What’s your emergency?” a bored-sounding woman intoned.
The man yanked the phone from her grip. “He’s dead. Gus is dead.”  
“Take a breath, sir,” the dispatcher said. “What’s the address?”
He speared Hannah with a pleading look.
She pried her phone from his hand. “Souvenir Planet, at the south end of Main Street in Trappers Cove. We’re across the street from—”
“Got it, ma’am. Officers are on their way. Are you in danger?” 
“Uh, I don’t think so.” She turned to the guy. “Did you see anyone back there?”
He shook his head, then crumpled forward, clutching his stomach.
“I think we’re okay. The side door is open.”
“Roger that.” The dispatcher hung up.
Unsure of how to be helpful, Hannah rubbed his broad back, now shaking with silent sobs. When he leaned against her with a groan, she gathered him into her arms and held him, swaying slowly as he wept into the crook of her neck. His soft hair tickled her cheek. 
Heart thundering, she battled between journalistic curiosity and compassion. This poor, traumatized man needed comfort more than she needed to gawk at a potential crime scene. Besides, earning his trust might unlock the juiciest story to hit Trappers Cove in ages.
Shocked at her mercenary impulse, she gave herself a mental slap. What the hell was wrong with her?
After a few minutes, he released her, swiped his forearm over his streaming, swollen eyes, and fumbled in his pocket.
“Here.” She pulled a pack of Kleenex from her purse.
“Thanks.” He sniffed hard and flashed a heartbreaking crooked smile. “Sorry, I’m a mess.”
Something about his strong features reminded her of Gus—long nose with a slight curve, large, dark eyes, thick, straight brows. Even his sharp, scruff-dusted jaw and curly, dark-chocolate hair resembled the photos of a younger Gus she’d dug up in this afternoon’s research. Thirty years ago, Gus was a hottie, and so was his…
“Are you, uh, related to Gus?”
He nodded. “He’s—was—my uncle.”
She clasped his hand in both of hers. In a weird way, it was an honor to help someone through that surreal moment when a loved one switched from present tense to past.  
“I’m so very sorry. Gus was a wonderful man. Everyone in Trappers Cove loved him.”
He chuffed a hoarse laugh. “Wish I could say the same about his family.”
“But you’re here.”
“Yeah.” He glanced toward the back of the shop. “He wrote to me. Actual snail mail. But that’s Gus, right? Said he had a business deal to discuss.”
“Any idea what he had in mind?”
He released her hand and speared long fingers through his hair, mussing it adorably.
She sucked in a breath, fighting for focus. She was here to help and to gather news, not to ogle a pretty man. A very pretty man. 
“Honestly, I don’t have a clue. Doesn’t matter now, anyway.” A tear rolled down his cheek, triggering a wave of sympathy so overwhelming she threw her arm around his shoulders.  
“It’ll be okay,” she whispered and inhaled the enticing scent wafting from his warm, solid body—leather, she decided, and moss. Masculine and delicious. “We’ll help you. Whatever you need, Trappers Cove takes good care of its own.” 
“I’m not from TC,” he protested, his voice a sensual rumble.
“You’re Gus’s family. That makes you one of us.” She patted his back, then released him when a siren whooped outside. 
They rose to greet Police Chief Jess Hawthorne and Officer Ethan Jefferson, who made up slightly less than half of their town’s tiny police force. Not much call for law enforcement outside of the tourist season, when the town’s population tripled.
Jess removed her cap and smoothed her gray ponytail. “Hey there, Hannah. Scoping out a scoop?”
Gus’s nephew scowled as he searched Hannah’s face.
Heat painted her cheeks. “I’m with the Trapper City Beacon.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Is that why you came? But how did you know?”
She raised her palms in a placating gesture. “I wanted to interview Gus for a story about Souvenir Planet. I had no idea he’d passed, I swear.”
“Of course not. How could you? The place was locked up tight.” Somehow, he didn’t look entirely convinced, but his chest inflated in a deep breath. “Gus is back here, in his office.”
“And who are you, sir?” Jess asked, her pen and notepad at the ready. 
“Xander Anagnos. With an X, not a Z. I’m his nephew.”
Xander. What a cool name. It suited him.
Jess jotted down Xander’s contact information, then she and Officer Jefferson followed him back through the swinging doors. No one protested when Hannah trailed after them.  
Before stepping into Gus’s office, she braced herself. In twenty years of reporting for the Beacon, she’d seen several dead bodies, but all the breath left her body at the sight of the dear old man sprawled like a marionette with its strings cut.
“Oh, Gus.” She clapped her hands to her mouth to stifle a sob. Such a sweet, funny guy. To have soldiered on through losing his wife, then the pandemic, only to die alone in this cramped, dingy office—it broke her heart.
The two cops stepped carefully around the corpse, snapping photos and taking notes.  
“In my professional opinion, Gus expired from natural causes,” Jess told them when they’d concluded their brief examination. “My condolences, Mr. Anagnos. Your uncle was a good man, one of the best.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice—a useless gesture in the tiny space. “Between you and me, Gus seemed a little off lately, always muttering about alien visitors. Losing Martha kinda knocked him sideways, I think.”  
The two-way radio on the chief’s belt crackled. She listened and nodded. “Ambulance is here. They’ll take Gus to the funeral home. County Medical Examiner will confirm cause of death before releasing the body for burial. Any idea what Gus’s wishes were?” 
Xander shook his head, looking a little green.
“We’ll figure it out,” Hannah reassured them both. She hooked her arm through his. “Come on, Xander, let’s get out of here. Where are you staying?”
“I, uh—don’t know yet.”
“Right. That’s the second order of business. How about if we start with a coffee?” 
He nodded and let her guide him through the shop and into the now-crowded lot. Seemed nearly half the town was there, drawn by the police car and ambulance.  
“What’s going on, Hannah?” Cassie, owner of the Coastal Café up the street, wrung her apron in nervous hands.
“I’m afraid it’s Gus.”
“Oh, Lord.” Cassie whipped out her phone. Ten minutes from now, the whole town would have heard the sad news.  
By the time she and Xander emerged from Garrett’s bakery clutching large coffees and a paper sack of pastries, the onlookers had formed an impromptu honor guard, a family of the heart who stood solemnly in solidarity and respect as the ambulance crew rolled the gurney past.
Fred O’Malley, keeper of Gull’s Point Lighthouse, doffed his fisherman’s cap. “Safe journey, old friend.”  
A teen beside him added, “Gus is going home to Planet X.”
Hannah shushed him.
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