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DEDICATION 




To those who have been manipulated, stalked, 

and battered under the guise of love.

You are worthy of love, and your happily ever after is out there.

Never give up. 
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WARNING!

This book is very immature and may be offensive to some. 

View at your own risk.








CHAPTER ONE










COLE 


A BLUR DASHED ACROSS THE road; Cole Dart jerked the wheel and slammed the brakes. The pickup fishtailed, careened to the left, and then lurched to a halt in knee-high prairie grass. His heart in his throat, he pried his fingers off the wheel and blew out a long breath. “That could have been a whole hell of a lot worse,” he grumbled, squeezing his eyes shut. 


He’d been distracted. What the hell had he been thinking? A low chuckle escaped his lips as he scrubbed his face. Cancer hadn’t killed him and he’d be damned if a deer would.


Cole glanced in the rearview mirror. No muffler in the road. The baling wire must have held. 


A clear morning dawned as the truck bumped over the primitive road toward the Big Deal’s homestead cabin. Today, he would get paid to taxi a new employee around town. It was something that wouldn’t make him smell like sweat, dirt and cattle. 


At the cabin the previous morning, Cole had approached the owner of the Big Deal longhorn ranch, Brad Davidson. Brad and the foreman, Curly Moe, had welcomed a willowy blonde to Texas. Cole had removed his hat and waited for the conversation to end.


Driving a woman around town had sounded easy enough, but why was he so nervous?


Because Piper McCracken was cute. That, and the way she’d gasped when he’d asked “Do you like romance?” Boy, had that come across wrong. No wonder she’d turned bright red. Her wide eyes had scanned him from hat to boots, making it hard to breathe.


Thank God Curly stepped in, saying, “Cole means books. What kind of novels do you read?”


She’d frowned and tilted her head to stare at him again, but the pretty blush remained. “I don’t do romance. I like action-adventure, thrillers, and mysteries. My favorite is Leviathan, book one of the Loren Order series.”


Curly laughed, elbowing Brad. “She doesn’t do romance.”


“We’ll see how long that lasts,” Brad muttered. 


Cole shifted as Brad explained the small cabin’s history and other useful information, like the landline and indoor plumbing. Since Cole had stood there looking useless, Curly had volunteered him to chauffeur Piper to Fortuna to buy a car.


White knuckled, Cole clutched the steering wheel while searching for other kamikaze deer. The gravel crunched under the tires of his small pickup and his stomach churned. 


Happy with his life, he didn’t need the complication of a relationship right now. Or ever.


Slowing, he approached the wood framed building. The front door stood open, spilling light out onto the porch floor. Piper sat in a rocker with her feet folded under her.


Cole admired Piper for having the gumption to pack up and leave everything behind. He wasn’t brave enough to leave his family or home. Not that he wouldn’t mind a change, but his life was like a perfect-fitting pair of boots. He was comfortable.


He arrived earlier than the expected time. Cole had wanted a chance to collect his thoughts, but that wasn't going to happen. Piper held a white mug to her lips, frozen, her eyes wide. A weight settled in his gut. He turned off the truck.


He swallowed, meeting her gaze. The neckline of Piper’s yellow sundress dipped down, exposing creamy skin. Heat washed over him, the air suddenly oppressive. The floral print reminded him of wildflowers and he hoped she smelled like sunshine on the prairie. 


No. 


He willed his mind away from such thoughts. He couldn’t have a woman in his life. It wouldn’t be fair to her. He would never be the man she’d need. It was best not to start anything.


Her red tipped toes peeked out from under the dress. Cole took a deep breath and pushed open the truck door. He slowly ambled toward Piper, stopping before her. “Morning.”







PIPER


“Good morning,” Piper replied, unable to move. The most-gorgeous-cowboy-ever appeared at her cabin an hour early. Maybe this was Texan for on time. 


When she’d met the cowboy, he’d worn a snug-fitting T-shirt over muscled arms, shoulders and chest. He was tall, lean around the hips, and his full lips had worn a crooked half-smirk. As she had gazed at him, she’d been hit by pure animal attraction. And when he’d mentioned romance her panties could have ignited. 


Cole had worn jeans, boots and a hat, but today he’d opted for a polo shirt. The pale blue shirt matched his sultry eyes. 


She couldn’t stare at his face all day, could she? 


Piper swallowed. If the man picked her up, carried her to the bed and ravished her completely she’d be powerless to stop him. A sip of the cooling coffee snapped the spell, and she remembered her manners.


“Can I offer you a cup of coffee?” Piper shifted her feet to the dusty wood floor. His gaze followed her toes. “It’s just instant and not very good, but it has caffeine.” 


Cole cleared his throat. “I know a place,” he paused, following her into the cabin. “It has the best coffee in town.”


“Place?” Several images scrolled through her mind. Barns, dives and pool halls. Maybe the VFW had the best coffee.


“Restaurant,” he clarified. He removed his black hat and fingering the brim, held it in front of him. A navy bandanna covered the top of his head, hiding his hair, but his lashes and eyebrows were dark.


She refrained from jumping for joy as she dumped the ashtray tasting liquid down the drain. “Care to show me?” Good thing she’d faced away from him. Had she always been so bold? Not until recently, when she moved to Texas without a second thought.


Her father’s death led to her bravery. She missed him every day. He’d have supported her decision to try something new. Her mother had hastily remarried her father’s best friend. The newlyweds’ bliss further prompted her decision. And then there was her stalker.


“I planned on it, that is, if you want to go?” Cole shuffled his feet. 


He can’t be aware how cute he is.


“Sure.” She scanned the room for her bag, pausing on the sixth book of the Loren Order series open on her bed. The one-room cabin was the equivalent of a studio apartment. Searching consisted of turning her head until she found the purse on the dinette’s chair. “What’s good there?”


“Besides the coffee, they have the best hotcakes this side of Dallas.”


Piper chuckled, not sure about the accolade, but was game to find out.










COLE


When Cole and Piper arrived at the truck stop, Cole flagged down the owner, Norma Stitts. She waved them in. He took Piper’s elbow and led her to a booth.


Piper inspected the bookshelf by the door, then gazed around the room, taking it all in. Cole tried not to stare, but it proved hard not to watch her first encounter with a Texas truck stop.


“There are three men reading romance novels,” she said in awe. Packed with men, but also a few women and children, Stitts’ was hopping. 


“I’m surprised it’s not more,” Cole said, rubbing his chin.


“Really?” Piper’s eyes widened.


“See that bookshelf? It’s a major exchange center for the book trade.”


“Book trade?” 


“You’ll have to ask Miss Jessie about how it started,” Cole explained.


“Mrs. Barnes, my boss?”


“Yes. Sorry, I’ve called her Miss Jessie for years.”


A man entered the restaurant, placed two books on the shelf, then ran his finger down the spines in the line and pulled out another. He paused, reading the back.


“Do you see that man?” Cole asked, and she nodded. “He’s a farmer. Owns a couple hundred acres, a modest spread, and he loves romances.”


The farmer pocketed the book. He picked out two more before leaving.


“Ah, romance books. This is what you meant yesterday?” Her cheeks pinked.


“Yes.” He cleared his throat, which had suddenly gone dry. “It started with a personal challenge to one man, a dare. He didn’t back down. He liked the books and dared others. Then it spread like wildfire on dry prairie grass.” 


They ordered and sipped the rich dark coffee. “This is good.” Inhaling deeply, she gripped the ceramic mug as if it held ambrosia. 


He leaned back and relaxed. Warmth spread through his body, happy to have pleased her.


“So who dared you?” she asked.


He nearly spit coffee. 


“I mean, why do you read them?” 


“I like the stories.”


“You mean you like the sex.” She tilted her head and grinned.


Sure, he liked the steamy scenes, but that wasn’t the whole reason he read them. “I like happy endings,” he offered with a shrug. She raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Okay, I like the hot scenes, but only because of the love.” He swallowed.


“Love?” 


The waitress placed food on the table, saving him. They ate in silence except for an occasional comment about the flavor of the food. After Piper pushed an empty plate away, she asked, “Are all cowboys like you?”


Uh oh. “Like, how?”


“You know, crunchy on the outside, gooey on the inside?”


Cole laughed. “Most likely,” he answered, as another man took more books.


“I don’t like romance stories,” she admitted in a quiet voice. Before he could ask, she explained, “The heroines are too soft. I don’t like to read about weak women. Plus, those men always have movie star looks, amazing careers and are billionaires. You can’t find your soulmate in a romance book.”


“But you might find personality traits you like,” he offered. She shrugged, not buying it. “I don’t see the women as weak—only flawed, with obstacles to overcome.”


“I suppose everyone has flaws.”


“What’s yours?” he asked with a smirk.


“Liking the wrong type of men,” she muttered.


His stomach clenched. “That’s a cop-out answer.” He’d unfairly asked, so he offered his shortcoming. “I’m self-conscious about my looks.”


She inspected him critically and sweat broke out across his forehead. “Most people are.”


He leaned close and whispered, “It keeps me from talking and interacting with people. I get nervous and won’t go places if there’s a crowd.” It had been years since the operation and it still affected him.


“You’re fine, Cole. You’re more than fine.” Piper shifted in her seat and leaned forward. “Look, you’re out talking to me and I’m a stranger and a woman.” 


He nodded. “Normally, I’d be a basket case of nerves.”


“Looks are all personal taste. Someone might think you’re ugly or someone might think you’re the sexiest man alive. The thing you have to ask yourself is: does their opinion matter to me?” She smiled sweetly over the rim of her mug.


“What’s your opinion?” he blurted, needing to know.


“Does it matter to you what I think?”


“Yes. It matters greatly.” It was true, but he didn’t want to ask himself why. The smile that lit her face made his heart hitch. She set her coffee down.


“Well, Cole, I like the crunchy-gooey combo. It’s very appealing.” She blushed, long eyelashes hiding her eyes as she looked at the table. “I find you…” she paused, drumming her fingers against the side of her mug.


“Pretty, right?” A short, old woman said as she slid into the booth next to Cole and pinched his cheek. “This one’s a hot tamale.”


“Hello, Ms. Hardmann.” Cole’s face felt like the temperature of the sun. He rubbed his cheek. “This is Piper McCracken. Piper this is Desire Hardmann.”


“Hello, young lady.” Desire took Piper’s hand and squeezed. With a wink, she yelled over her shoulder to a man in a white apron, “Hey, Hugh Stitts! Come over here and meet Cole’s Russian mail-order bride.”










CHAPTER TWO










PIPER


A LARGE, STEEL BARN WITH an anime caricature of a woman caught Piper's attention. The painting had abnormally round eyes and an exaggerated bust. The ranch logo of two capital Ds back to back were the bikini top cups. 


“That’s odd, but appropriate on so many levels,” Piper muttered to Cole.


He parked near the front of the Barnes’ ranch house. Piper didn’t automatically get out, but was mesmerized by a strange sight. Cole opened her door and offered a hand. She didn’t need help, but the temptation to touch his tanned skin won out. 


She pointed to the shrubbery in the front lawn. An orange blur flashed between bushes. 


“Oh, that’s Tippy,” Cole said. 


“What’s a Tippy?”


He smirked, expounding, “She’s a three-legged tabby cat.”


“Tippy, the three-legged cat?” Piper laughed. “Good thing they didn’t name her Lucky.”


They stepped onto a wide covered porch with a swing. Piper contemplated the unusual feline while Cole knocked on the door. 


A moment later, Jessie Barnes swung the door open wide. “Welcome to the Double D,” she greeted with a toothy grin. “Come on in. Let me give you the tour. It’s so good to meet you.” The petite woman gave Piper a quick hug. They’d Facetimed several times to discuss the business and local area. 


Piper loved the stone fireplace with the rough-hewn mantel, the focal point of the living room. They roamed the first floor. Down the hall was an office with a large desk and a filing cabinet. The open walk-in closet revealed a mess of dress forms, fabric bolts and boxes in need of a professional organizer.


“I guess, this will be where you’ll work,” Jessie said waving her hand.


“You guess?” Cole teased, echoing Piper’s thought.


“She can take the cordless phone anywhere she wants in the house, or even sit outside on the front porch,” Jessie smiled.


“Wait, you’re saying I can work outside on that big porch swing?” Piper grinned, amazed.


Jessie tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. “Well, I could set up my grandfather’s old office in the barn, but it would get dusty and loud in there.”


“Matt would welcome a pretty girl in the barn,” Cole said, crossing his arms.


“Who’s Matt?” Piper asked, conjuring the image of a legless dog.


“He’s my husband’s younger brother.”


“He’s fresh out of high school but a good hand,” Cole admitted.


The tour continued upstairs. Piper followed Jessie up to the sewing room while Cole disappeared into the kitchen. Diagrams of bras, nightgowns and panties were pinned to one wall. Yellowed paper featuring vintage pencil sketches of women wearing skimpy clothing intrigued her. In the corner stood several bust forms. The wood floor was littered with bits of thread and lace. A small table, with piles of cut fabrics, was wedged between two sewing machines.


The other half of the room astounded Piper. Paperback novels stacked floor to ceiling. “Whoa.”


“I know, right?” Jessie blew hair out of her face. “This is what’s left of my grandma’s obsession. The whole room used to be filled.”


“Whoa,” Piper repeated. 


“Yeah. I found one old sewing machine, the patterns and my grandma’s diaries hidden in the center of the mess. Grandma was a stripper. What an eye opener. It took a while to swallow that pill. My grandpa Don loved Grandma, despite her past. They met, fell in love and eloped like characters in one of those novels,” Jessie laughed softly.


The massive collection had given birth to a business and a marriage. “Thanks, Grandma,” Piper said, or she wouldn't have a job in Texas.


The women found Cole sitting at the kitchen table reading the romance novel he’d plucked from the shelf at the truck stop. Engrossed in the story, he didn’t notice them enter the room. He stretched and crossed his long legs.


He glanced up when Jessie said, “You can use the refrigerator for your lunch. Make yourself at home. Piper, I know that old shack doesn’t have a washer or dryer so you’re welcome to use mine. They’re in here.”


Piper followed Jessie into a large utility room with a slop sink in the corner. There was a large hanging bar over a folding table. Piper hadn’t noticed a laundromat while in town. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” 







COLE


Jessie poured Cole and Piper lemonades. He listened as Jessie expounded on her business ideas, giving Piper an earful. Uncomfortable with the topic, Cole tugged on his collar. He liked lingerie, but thought it should be kept between a man and his woman. Categorizing it as a business could take the romance out of it. Then again, Piper now worked in that line of work. He absently wondered about her phone voice. A hint of a smile graced his lips before frustration made him push all thoughts of Piper away.


The sound of a vehicle pulling up the drive caught Piper’s attention. She hopped up and glanced through the side window. It wasn’t her car. While Piper had signed papers, Cole suggested Parker Ford drop the small compact at the Big Deal Ranch, not the Double D. She was stuck with Cole all day. He smiled.


“That’s a large trailer,” Piper said.


Jessie jumped up and glanced out. “Yes, we got a good deal. We're going to get horses soon. There haven’t been horses on the Double D since before Grandpa died.” 


“Who are they?” Piper asked pointing out the window.


“Josiah and Matthew, the Barnes brothers.”


“Are all cowboys sexy?” Piper whispered, as if it was one of life’s greatest mysteries.


Cole and Jessie exchanged a look behind her back. Jessie winked at Cole. He felt heat to the tips of his ears.


“Mine is,” Jessie said with pride. 


The men unloading the trailer were similar in size and coloring and wore the same color shirts. “Are they twins?” Piper asked.


“No. They’re six years apart in age.” Jessie said. “Josiah is older.”


“Wow.”


“Come on, I’ll show you the barn and introduce you to my family.” Jessie moved to the door but Cole stood ready to open it. 


Tippy zipped into the open barn aisle, causing a ruckus. The cowboys cursed and yelled and the orange tabby scurried back outside. 


The women rounded the corner leading into the barn. A large burlap bag lay on the ground torn and small pellets were scattered all over. A royal mess. A man’s hindquarters leaned over into a stall. He spoke with his brother and didn’t realize the others approached behind him.


Jessie raised a hand to smack the man’s tush. “I wouldn’t do that,” Piper warned.


Matt Barnes turned around with a start and straightened. He smirked when he noticed the tall blonde. Jessie seemed perplexed. She must have mistaken Matt as her husband. It riled Cole that Piper could distinguish between the men’s rear ends.


“Well, hel-lo sunshine,” Matt said to Piper with confidence Cole could only wish for.


Josiah came out of the closet-like stall with a push broom. He smiled at the group and set the broom aside to hug his wife. 


“This is Piper. She’s working for the Double D now,” Jessie introduced.


Piper shook both men’s hands. Matt held Piper’s hand longer than usual. He was young, but Piper might be snared by his brash persona. Cole stuck his hands in his front pockets, trying to keep his expression neutral.


“Would you like me to show you around town, say, tonight?” Matt asked Piper.


“I don’t know. You’d have to ask my husband,” Piper said with an alluring smile.


Jessie squeaked and Josiah and Matt exchanged a look. Cole cleared his throat, and they glanced at him. His face heated. “We saw a friend of yours this morning.” Cole looked at Jessie.


“Who would that be?” she asked.


“The little old lady who looks like Spock,” Piper said with a wry grin.


“Oh no,” Josiah muttered, tossing a glance to Jessie. “Tell me she didn’t do something funny.”


“I wouldn't consider it funny per se,” Piper mused.


“Ms. Hardmann loudly introduced Piper as my Russian mail-order bride to the entire morning crew at Stitts’.” Cole still wasn’t sure how he felt about it. At the time, it embarrassed the dickens out of him. The whole community would think he and Piper had married. He should be angry. Piper wasn’t upset. After the shock wore off, she had laughed.


“No freaking way,” Matt said slapping his knee. “That lady is hilarious.”


“It’s horrible,” Jessie said, looking at Josiah helplessly. “That rumor will run wild through town.” She placed a hand on Piper’s arm. “I’m really sorry.”


“It’s no biggie. Honest. It’s a small town and I’m new and a novelty. People will be curious about me until they get to know me or someone else new comes along.” She smiled at the Barnes crew. “Seriously, it can’t be any worse than a small office.”


“It didn’t help that you spoke Russian,” Cole declared, rolling back on his booted heals.


“Piper, you didn’t!” Jessie squealed. 


The men laughed. Matt elbowed his brother. “Maybe Ms. Hardmann has met her match.”


“It was only ‘da’ and ‘n’et’, yes and no.” Piper shrugged. 


“Don’t forget ‘dasvidaniya’,” Cole reminded.


“And goodbye. That’s all the Russian I know. I probably pronounced it wrong.” Piper crossed her arms as a slight blush tinged her cheeks.


“Who’d know?” Matt asked.


“Well, that Spock lady knows the truth and so does Hugh. When I went to wash my hands, he welcomed me to America, and I set him straight. The only time I’ve been out of the country is when I visited Canada.” Piper smiled again. “Anyway, it’s Cole’s reputation that will suffer the most from this.”


Cole wanted to disagree. If people believed he'd married a beautiful woman, it might be a good thing. “You might lose dates,” he countered.


She laughed and touched his arm, the warmth sent shivers down his spine. “I just got here. I’m not ready for any of that. In a town full of romance-seeking men that will work in my favor.”


“She won’t have to break any cowboys’ hearts,” Jessie agreed.


“They’re gooey on the inside,” Piper said softly. She glanced down the barn aisle starry-eyed and walked toward an ATV. Matt followed her. They discussed the machine while Cole watched, frowning.


“Do I want to ride a cowboy?” Piper exclaimed loudly, her face bright red. She backed away from Matt and glanced at Cole with wide unblinking eyes. He couldn’t help the crooked smile that formed. Her mouth fell open, and she blinked twice. Damn. He’d done it again. His face flashed hot, but he pointed to the vehicle.


“The ATV’s name is Cowboy,” Matt howled. “Would you like to go for a ride?”


Piper’s brow furrowed. Tempted. She thought about it, but decided against it. Cole blew out a long breath. He didn’t want to witness Piper having a ball while holding onto Barnes’ waist. 










CHAPTER THREE










PIPER 


PIPER’S FIRST DAY WORKLOAD WAS light, but she found the people interesting. She sorted Jessie’s email, snail mail, and boxed orders. Cole had stayed at the Barnes residence while she worked. Josiah must have worked him because Cole was dusty when he offered her a ride back to the Big Deal ranch. 


Her used compact car awaited her, parked next to Brad Davidson’s large SUV. The car salesmen had assured her of the car's sound condition. What astounded her was his declaration to take it back if she didn’t like its performance on the primitive road to her cabin.


She slowly drove the little car down the gravel drive. Besides being dusty, the car handled the trip well. The cabin was dark and unwelcoming. The bag of groceries she’d bought at the quickie mart would have to tide her over until she found the Wertz grocery store.


Cole visited on horseback twice that first week, both times in the morning before she left for work. 


As one week turned into two, Piper fell into a pattern at the Double D. Answering the phone grew easier. She spoke with two important Austin boutique owners and took orders. She also helped Jessie to focus on the sewing, carrying pieces of fabric or offering an opinion when asked.


Jessie introduced a few of her friends to Piper. She hit it off with one girl in particular, Kelly Greene. The unmarried woman warned her about local cowboys. Kelly was involved in a frustrating on-again off-again relationship. She vowed to take Piper to the neighboring town of Nockerville to go dancing. Piper welcomed the friendship. While she enjoyed Jessie, her husband and the ranch hands, Piper missed the closeness of girlfriends. So far, Cole had been the only friend she’d made, and he was a shy, but hot, guy. She saw him as less of a bed ornament and more of a bestie. 


A small stack of romance novels blocked the cabin doorway one evening. Cole. He’d shared some of his favorites. She flipped through the books, recognizing the bottom one as something of a Fortuna treasure. Carefully, she opened the battered paper cover. On the inside, every inch contained initials of previous readers. Jessie’s grandmother, Undine Love Davidson, marked each book she read, and the tradition carried over to the townsfolk. Most of the initials belonged to men, which she had learned from Jessie. 


The Visitation featured a romantic romp about a man in love with his neighbor. He wore angel wings and visited her during the night, invading her dreams and, eventually, her heart. 


Men acted out the part of the main-character, sometimes in public which led to arrests. It saved a marriage, too. Even Jessie had bought Josiah a pair of angel wings for his birthday, a little detail Piper wished she hadn't learned.


She set the books on the table. After dinner, she sat on the front porch reading The Visitation until it was too dark to see the pages. 





Piper sat in her car in the crowded parking lot, reluctant to venture into Hammered, a local bar and restaurant, because it was the Barnes’ hangout. It felt odd to invade their space.


A memory resurfaced and teased a smile out of her. “You’re not the only turd in the toilet. You get flushed and then you’re surrounded by shit,” Bob McCracken used to say. Sometimes he changed it to: poop in the pot. Whatever fecal vernacular her father had used, it meant she was never truly alone.


Piper sucked in a deep breath and pushed the car door open.


She hesitated in the tavern’s entry, wondering if she should seat herself or wait. A few men read books while they ate. She grinned and stepped inside, following one man with a stack of books. The handsome romance lover had dark hair and eyes. He winked at her. Piper didn’t know most people, but everyone knew the new girl when they spotted her. There was no hiding in public.


Josiah sat on the stool at the end of the bar. He sucked on a longneck bottle. Next to him, Jessie smiled, leaned close and rubbed his arm. Josiah responded by hugging his wife and placing a kiss on her forehead. Josiah wasn’t the most talkative fellow, but he’d do anything for Jessie. Someday Piper hoped to find a love like that, but her man would not step out of a romance novel. 


The man she’d followed in set the paperbacks on the bar, and the chubby bartender greeted him. The bartender motioned to a shelf in the corner full of novels. They exchanged a few words then the book borrower selected more. Paperback romance novel loving men were an oddity. 


Piper slipped into a booth and perused the menu. A heavyset woman in her fifties greeted her. “Hiya hon, you’re new here.” The woman’s name badge read “Sharon.”


“Yes, I’ve been here less than a month. I work for the Double D.”


“I knew you weren’t Russian,” Sharon chuckled.


“That was Ms. Hardmann’s doing,” Piper admitted with a shrug.


“What a welcome!” Sharon slid in the booth across from her. “My husband, Holden, and I own this place. I’m Sharon Dix and my daughter is over there waiting tables. Her name is Piccadilly, but everyone calls her Pixie.”


“I’m Piper McCracken. I’m from Chicago, not Moscow. My dad was a plumber, not KGB. I live in the homestead cabin on the Big Deal ranch but work for Jessie.” 


Sharon offered a few entrée suggestions, took Piper’s order, then disappeared into the kitchen.


Sometime during the meal the Barnes spied her. After she’d finished eating, Jessie took her by the elbow and introduced her to everyone in the tavern. The man playing pool with Josiah was Kelly’s love interest, Sawyer Hickey. 


“I’ve heard about you,” Sawyer said to Piper.


“I’ve heard about you too,” she volleyed. 


He grinned. “It’s nice to know my reputation as Hammered’s best pool player remains intact.”


“Oh no. That’s not what I heard,” Piper said. From Kelly she understood he would flirt and act as if his ego filled the room. She messed with his shot. He missed the hole. 


“Well, darlin’, did you hear what a romantic I am?” Smiling, he leaned into her personal space.


Piper laughed. “Don’t be silly. I heard you were a smart-ass.”


Josiah and Jessie laughed. “She heard correctly,” Jessie agreed.


“She has your number,” Josiah said.


“You.” Sawyer pointed to Josiah, who shook his head while laughing.


“Me,” Kelly offered from behind him.


Sawyer whirled around and studied Kelly. “I’m doomed if the ladies gang up on me.”


“Sorry I’m late,” Kelly said. She waved her hand. “I had a parent meeting that ran long.”


Sharon brought Kelly a drink in a carryout cup with a lid. “Are you out of glasses?” she asked.


“Yes, I’m sorry, but the dang dishwasher is acting up again,” Sharon huffed.


“What’s wrong with it?” Piper asked. “Did it blow a breaker?”


“No. The thing won’t drain, then the bottom fills and it floods. It’s a big mess.” The older woman appeared on the verge of tears. “No one can come out until tomorrow.”


“I can look at it, if you like?” Piper offered, setting her drink down.


“What can you do?” Sawyer asked, raising a brow.


“Her dad owned a plumbing business,” Jessie said. “She’s fixed our slop sink.”


“It can’t hurt,” Sharon said and motioned to Piper. “Follow me.” 





Piles of dirty dishes cluttered the counter next to the deep double basin sink. The commercial-grade dishwasher’s door gaped open, exposing a pool of cloudy gray water. Humidity hung in the air.


One man worked the grill and fryer while another prepared the plates, bread, tomatoes and other condiments. A young woman scrubbed dishes. 


Sharon handed Piper a pair of rubber gloves, then picked up a cotton dishtowel. “Move over, Kaylin. It’s your turn to dry,” Sharon said, handing Kaylin the towel. 


“Thank you. My fingers look like prunes.” Kaylin rolled her shoulders and picked up a plate.


Piper donned the yellow gloves and prayed they didn’t have a hole. She knelt down, reached inside and searched the bottom for the drain. The dirty standing water made it difficult. The strainer was clear. That could mean two things; either the dishwasher was broke, or a clog resided elsewhere.


“Was the dishwasher working earlier?” Piper asked.


“Yes,” Sharon replied. “The drain’s been sluggish for a few days but hasn't backed up before.”


Similar to a home under-the-counter model, the dishwasher was a space saver. Any large containers or bowls needed to be washed in the stainless sink. 


“Mrs. Dix, can I pull it out?” Piper asked.


“Land sakes, child, call me Sharon and, yes, do what you need to do.” Sharon wiped her face with the back of her hand before thrusting both hands into the soapy water.


Piper rolled the heavy appliance forward until there was a crack. She peeked behind and noted the intact pliable drain hose. She rattled off a list of things she needed. They turned off the water and power supply to the machine. Piper tugged the washer away from the wall so she could maneuver behind it. She unhooked the hose from the washer and the wall line. She emptied the tube of residual liquid. When she held it to the light, it was empty. The clog was in the trap or wall. She shimmied into the small space, grateful she’d worn jeans instead of a sundress. She used the adjustable wrench to loosen the nut and dumped the waste water into an empty green five-gallon pickle bucket. 


Success. She found the clog and pushed the goop out with a screwdriver. Wedged between the unit and the wall, she worked methodically until the trap was clean. Inspecting the wall pipe, she found it coated with slime.


She replaced the PVC trap, taking care to make it tight. Next, the drain hose. In the small crevice, she refastened the clamp. A nostalgic feeling hit and she sucked in a breath. As a child, she used to help her father. She’d hand him tools, or sometimes just keep him company. The sudden heaviness in her heart caused her eyes to water. She blinked the tears away. 


Three pairs of legs waited, one wearing a pair of cowboy boots. The black boots led to jeans and Cole's long legs. He leaned down and his blue eyes glimmered mischievously. Piper bolted upright, smacking her head on the underside of the counter. She let out a chorus of unladylike expletives.


“That’s not Russian,” Holden said, then chuckled.


“It’s not French either,” Piper grumbled, rubbing the spot where a bump formed.


Cole offered Piper a hand and pulled her to her feet. Holden pushed the unit back into place. He adjusted the dial and turned it on. 


Sharon put ice in a bag and handed it to Cole, who gingerly touched the knot forming on Piper’s head.


“I came to see if you needed any help,” Cole said with a sheepish smile. “How’s your head?”


“I’m okay. Maybe it knocked some sense into me.” She hissed when he touched the bump.


Holden opened the dishwasher’s door. There was less water than before. “You’re a miracle worker, my dear,” he said with a smile. His chubby cheeks exposed a dimple. “Thank you.”


“I’m glad I could help. You should probably clean out the drain cover,” she suggested. 


“I will.” He turned to his wife who was taking an order out. “Get Piper a beer or whatever she wants.” Sharon nodded and left the kitchen. She reappeared a moment later.


Holden scratched his chin. “We haven’t had this much excitement since somebody stole my balls.”


Mortified, Piper glanced at Cole, but that was a mistake. He shook his head; his eyes crinkled with mirth. Piper covered her mouth to hide a smile.


Sharon patted Holden’s arm, then reassured Piper with a wink. “It’s a good thing we had extras in storage. The town prankster made sure we got them back.”


Holden placed his hands on his hips. “But not before they were exhibited all over town!”








CHAPTER FOUR






PIPER


“BEER IS MY KRYPTONITE,” PIPER wheezed. Thunder rumbled in her head.


Cole kept quiet as he drove to the Big Deal ranch. She’d arranged with the Barnes to take her car to their home and Cole volunteered to ferry Piper to work in the morning.


“I mean, I only had three beers and one was while I ate. You’d think it wouldn’t ‘fect me but it does. I’m talkative, right? That happens. At least, that’s what Justin says.” Her head flopped back on the headrest.


“Who’s Justin?” Cole asked.


“My fiancé.” Piper took a deep breath and jabbing a finger into the air, turned to him. “Correction. Justin Saine is my crazy-stalker EX-fiancé. He’s a jerk.”


“Crazy-stalker?”


“You know, followed me to work, followed me home, followed me shopping. Everywhere I went, there he was. Kinda like God but in an ominous creeper way. He called me constantly, too. I got a new phone number and moved to my brother Fletcher’s house to escape.” She rubbed her forehead with her palm. “I should've shot him.”


Cole chuckled. “Yeah, maybe you should have.”


They rode in silence, but the thundering continued. The windshield wipers screeched against the glass. “Does my head look heavy? It feels heavy. Why does it feel heavy?” She groaned.


“It’s fine. You’re fine. It’s the kryptonite.”


“Beer, ugh.” She snorted. “Just be glad I didn’t talk in Russian again or run around stripping off my clothes. Or both. That would've made the town talk.” She giggled and her head bobbed forward again.


“You wouldn’t have done either.” He turned the wheel and started up the Big Deal’s long drive.


“Kryptonite. It makes you do things.”


“You wouldn’t have done those things. Not in public, anyway.”


She remained quiet. Her forehead crinkled as she gazed at him. “I could have.”


“I wouldn’t have let you,” he said with a shake of the head.


“Why?”


In a low voice Cole said, “If you talked Russian, then you’d be my mail-order bride, and my wife would only run around naked in private.” A slow smile spread on his lips.


Heat pooled in her chest. She squinted, watching his profile until the grin slipped off his face. Cole swallowed and glowered. Thunder boomed. She rubbed her temples again. They bounced along and she clutched the handle.






COLE


Lightning flashed like paparazzi cameras. The wind picked up, and the temperature dropped, promising to be one heck of a storm. Cole walked Piper inside the tiny cabin. She lowered herself to the twin bed and bent over, her head in her hands. 


A grin stole over Cole’s lips. She'd stacked the romance novels he’d given her on the table, one splayed open upside-down. So the non-romance girl was getting her romance on.


“Are you enjoying The Visitation?” he asked. The angel talked to the heroine while she was sleeping, planting seeds of love into her subconscious mind. It was hokey, but endearing. 


“I’m not finished yet,” she mumbled.


“His flaws are like mine,” Cole admitted.


“He’s cute and sweet, but shy.” Piper cringed when it thundered. The door blew shut. She jumped to her feet, chest heaving.


“Do you want to know my crippling fear? I doubt you’ll find it in any book,” she said, turning toward him. “Tornadoes.” Her face shone ashen even in the dim light. The thunder rolled again as if prompted. Her eyes widened. She held out her trembling hands. 


Cole took her hands in his and steadied them. “It’s a natural fear.”


“It paralyzes me. I freeze if there’s even a mention of a tornado,” she whispered. “What will I do if a tornado touches down? There isn’t a basement or shelter of any kind.” 


Fortuna got twisters sometimes, and spring was tornado season. The bathroom had a standalone shower, so no protection. Under a mattress offered minimal shelter from debris, but not if the roof or house and everything in it blew away.


“Sit down a minute, Piper.” 


She took a seat at the table, watching him as he checked his cell phone. Nil reception. “Can I make a call?” He pointed to the house phone. She nodded, then he dialed. “Hey, it’s me. Can you do me a favor? Good. Check the radar for the storm that’s coming.” He paused, listening. “How long will it last?” Again he waited. “There’s no shelter at the homestead.”


Piper opened a book, but didn’t look down at the pages. She focused out the window. 


“Piper?” She met his gaze. “This storm cell will last for hours. There will be high winds, and conditions are right for tornadoes.” 


A groan gurgled out of her open mouth. 


“If you want to pack an overnight bag, you can come with me. There’s a storm shelter if we need it.”


She nodded and stood, scraping the chair on the floor. Tears welled in her eyes. He couldn’t help but pull her into his arms. For a moment she rested. When she sighed, his heart warmed because they fit together. His blood raced, and he cleared his throat. “Do you have a bag we can use?”


She broke free of his embrace, pointing to the cabinet under the sink. He opened it, finding paper grocery bags. It wasn’t exactly the kind of bag he had in mind, but it would work. He held it open while she plopped clothes into it. Lightening flashed and Piper jumped, freezing like a statue when the thunder came. The wind whipped around the rustic structure, causing eerie whistles and howls. They needed to hurry if they were to keep ahead of the storm. 


He prompted her. “Toiletries? Makeup?”


She grabbed toothpaste and brush then they headed to the truck. The whole time he drove, she stared out the back window as if Satan himself chased them.


“Piper, tell me why you fear storms?” he asked, casting a sideways glance.


With one hand clamped on his forearm, in a monotone she whispered, “I was four. My grandmother, mom, brother and I were traveling home from a family reunion in Iowa. It was a long boring trip until the storm hit. There was hail and torrential rain. My brother and I wanted to crawl into Mom’s lap, but she was driving. I’m sure it didn’t help my mom’s nerves each time it thundered that we would whimper or yell.”


Cole passed A Hole In One donut shop. The employees, known as A-holes, stared out the drive-thru window.


“Mom stayed on the highway and floored it. We broke free of the rain and that’s when she cursed. Things have to be really bad to make my mom cuss.” She took a deep breath before droning on. “All I could see in the rearview mirror were her frightened eyes. Out the window, a patch of trees bent in half. Not saplings, but trees with thick trunks. Together, Fletcher and I looked out the back window. All I could do was stare. The tornado was dark gray and moving so fast it blurred. The noise was horrific. I thought it would run us over.”


Cole pulled onto a lane and started a twisted ascent into a wooded yard. Lightning flashed. Thunder boomed, making Piper squeak. Large windows covered the front of a wood A-frame house, and the front door light lit the path to the door. Cole took the paper bag full of Piper’s belongings and ushered her to the house. He twisted the knob, and the wind caught the door. It slammed against the wall, sending the framed art askew.





PIPER


Briefly illuminated by lightning, Piper noticed a kitchen toward the right and a living room on the left. A sofa lined the window wall. Rain pelted the house, sending rivulets down the glass. Piper watched the storm out the large two-story windows like it was on a big screen. Cole closed the front door. The bag he held crinkled when he sat it on the kitchen counter. She took a step toward him but hesitated in the dark.


Cole pulled the refrigerator door open and reached inside. Light blinded her. She blinked, listening for Cole. Something tugged on her hand. Looking down, a pale face stared at her. She shrieked and so did the kid. Thunder joined the party, and they both jumped.


“Are you scared of the storm too?” the little boy asked. His eyes were blue and shaped like Cole’s.


Piper nodded dumbly. She hadn’t considered Cole might have children, a girlfriend, or a wife. 


“It’s okay, lady.” The boy grinned and tightened his grip on her hand. “You don’t have to be afraid. You’re not alone.”


That’s right. She wasn’t the only turd in the toilet. Others floated with her in the sewer of life. She returned the squeeze and smiled. “Thanks, buddy.”


Cole flipped the light switch, and the storm receded from the house. “Piper, this is Beau and my mother, Florence.” He handed her a bottle of water.


An older woman rose from a lounge chair. Chunky and wearing a friendly smile, Florence extended a hand.


“So here’s my new daughter-in-law,” Florence teased. Her smile exposed dimples.


Piper froze, unable to form words. “I,” she started.


“I went to get my hair done at the Tease Me Salon. Desire Hardmann owns it. She told me about the breakfast you and Cole had.”


“Actually, there were four of us, if you count Desire and her mouth,” Cole stated.


Piper noted the woman’s fuzzy, pink pajamas. Similarly attired in Star Wars pajamas, Beau yawned. It was late, but the storm was loud. 


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Dart. I would never—” Piper tried.


“Honey, I know Desire. You couldn’t have done a thing to stop her.” Florence patted Piper’s hand. “Call me Flo. Mrs. Dart was my mother-in-law, and I don’t like to be reminded I’m old enough to have a twenty-eight-year-old son.”


“Nana, is Piper gonna marry Cole?” The boy had been paying attention to the adults. Piper and Cole shared a look. Her face heated and his turned red. 


“Not tonight,” Flo said.


“Is she going to sleep with us in your bed?” Beau asked.


“Why would she do that?” Flo asked.


“She’s afraid of thunder too.” He glanced at Piper. “She’ll feel safe if she’s with you, Nana.”


“I think Piper will be all right.”


Beau tipped his head and studied Piper. “Then she’ll sleep with Cole and he’ll keep her safe.”


“Goodnight, Beau,” Cole said as the boy hugged him tight. “You can ask Piper all the questions you want in the morning.”


“Okay.” He nodded with a gap-toothed grin. “G'night.”


Piper sat on the sofa and watched Flo lead Beau up the stairs to the second story. The open banister led to the balcony. They disappeared down a hallway and the light clicked off. The vaulted ceiling peaked overhead with a wooden beam. Charming. Even though there was limited floor space, the two-story openness made it seem large. 


“That’s the kitchen,” Cole said with a wave of his hand. “Here’s the family room. If you walk back here, there’s a bathroom, a utility room and an office.” he said, pulling her up and down a short hall. “Upstairs are two bedrooms. Mom and Beau share the master and I have the other. Unfortunately, there are only two beds. A king, with a lady who snores and a kid who kicks, and mine.”


Piper wondered what Ms. Hardmann would say about his bed. The rain pounded the roof harder, and the lights flickered.


“Of course, there’s the sofa,” he said with a smirk.


No way. She wouldn’t get a wink of sleep with a quarter inch
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