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  Chapter 1

[image: ]
Trisha


Little Amber wails as she waits for Crystal to unhinge her nursing bra from under her shirt. It's amazing how men literally file out of a room when a young mother pulls her boob out to feed her kid. The baby is as cute as a button and poor Crystal looks like she's about ready to explode. Her breasts look like torpedoes. As the door slams and all the testosterone leaves the room, I sit next to her, while Lennie takes a few candid shots of the new mother. "You'll make sure my tits are hanging out, right?" Crystal asks bluntly. 
Lennie lifts her head from the lens.  "I'm using this shot for an abstract photograph.  You're only going to see your baby's and your own head.  The rest will be filtered out.  Once I'm done you can take a look and if you don't like it, I'll do another one."
Just as Lennie is about to take another shot, Turner, one of the ranch hands, sticks his head back into the ranch house.  He's got his eyes covered with one hand.  "Um, can someone hand me my phone?  It's just on the side table there."
I look over next to me and see it sitting on the table. As I get up, I tease him.  "Only if you take your hand off your eyes."
He chuckles nervously.  "That you, Trisha?"
"No, it's Santa Claus." Crystal grumbles. "Lennie's behind the lens and I've got my tit in my kid's mouth.  Nobody else is in this room, so who the hell else would it be?"
Piper and Jade are in the office working, while all the boys are outside tending to the ranch.  I decide to throw him a bone.  He's too cute not to. "Here you go, you big baby.  Jesus, if we were at Hooters, this wouldn't be a problem."
"Ma'am, the closest Hooters is in Dallas." Turner informs.
"And you would know, wouldn't you, you hypocrite." Crystal states snidely.
I hand him his phone.  "Thank you, ma'am." He says, practically scurrying away.
"Jesus.  What is his problem." I hiss to myself.
"Just like all of them." Crystal states matter-of-factly.  "Unless the tits are in their face, not stuck to a baby, they get all squirmy and can't deal with it."
Sighing, I sit back down. "It's not just that.  I've been sending out signals to Turner, and he's not taking the bait."
Lennie interjects.  "Maybe he's just nervous since he's new to this ranch.  He doesn't want to get off on the wrong foot."
Crystal shrugs. "Maybe he's gay."
My eyes widen.  "Shit. Do you think that's it?"
"I don't know." Lennie frowns. "Levi is my first boyfriend, so I don't really have any frame of reference."
"I'll talk to Cassidy." Crystal offers.  "He can find out for you."
I smirk, unimpressed.  I hate not knowing things.  I'm a planner by nature.  Well, professionally speaking, I'm a buyer.  Director of Procurement by title, but a lot of what I do has to do with planning.  My whole life has been about knowing what comes next.  This is driving me crazy.  But I digress.  "Lennie, are you ready?"
"Almost.  Why don't you start loading things into the car and I'll meet you there?"
My sister gave me some old baby clothes to hand down to Crystal for Amber, and Crystal didn't feel right taking it all without giving something to her.  And my sister Alisha loves romance novels, so Crystal had boxes of them that she'd left here at the ranch, but Piper was done with them, so on they go to Alisha. "Sounds good."
Trying not to stare at Turner as I watch him and the boys ponder over a section of grass that looks bare from all the comings and goings of the contractors when the resort house was being built, I load the boxes of books into my car.  As I shove the last one into my hatchback, a guest from the resort house walks by.  A female.  Clad in heels and a tight skirt.  My gaze immediately darts to Turner to see his reaction to the woman that looks like she's prowling for single men in that getup.  But Turner simply looks up at her, and then at me, as if he's asking permission to look at her.  Immediately, I turn my cheek, pretending that I didn't see anything.
Lord knows what this means.  It could mean that he just saw me from the corner of his eye for all I know.  I'm not reading a lot into it.  I decide I need more.  As I saunter over to the boys, who didn't even notice me carrying a couple of loads of books I might add, and I inject myself into the conversation.  "Y'all think she ought to be wearing cowboy boots instead of those six-inch things?"
To my chagrin, Billy is the only one that responds. "So long as she doesn't go anywhere near my horses with those things, she can break out into dance for all I care."
I tip my chin up at Turner.  "What do you think?"
He clears his throat.  "I saw a movie once where a killer used pumps like that to gouge holes in her victim's eyes."
My brow lifts.  That's not the response I was looking for.  Once again, I have no idea what that means.  "You mind giving me a hand with a box of books?" 
"Sure, ma'am." He nods.
He really needs to drop this ma'am bullshit.  
Pulling a fast one, I have him take one of the boxes out of the hatchback and bring it back into the house.  That's when something blurts out of my mouth before I can stop it. "Y'all busy for dinner tonight?"
We're halfway to the ranch house, and I'm about to open the door for him.  He stops dead in his tracks. "Um, thank you, ma'am, but I reckon I'll be busy laying sod down for Billy tonight."
Sexy.  "What about tomorrow night?"
"Um, no ma'am, I have work."
"Y'all have a second job?"
"Yes, ma'am." He lies.  
I swallow, my chest is heaving slightly.  What is wrong with this guy?  Leaning on the box that he's carrying, I get closer to him and ask him in confidence.  "Are you gay?"
"No, ma'am." He sounds like a fucking robot.
"Then why don't you want to go out with me?"
Billy calls over from the house.  "Turner?  There a problem?"
"No, sir." He says, raising his voice, pushing past me.  He opens the door with his foot, balancing the box carefully.  He sets it down on the floor, and walks past me, tipping his hat. "Ma'am."  He scurries past me again as though now I've suddenly pulled my tit out for my awaiting infant.
I stand there, stunned.  What is this guy's problem?  I look at the girls, who appear just as dumbfounded.  Crystal pulls Amber off her breast, exposing herself.  "Maybe he's just not that into you."
My heart sinks.  I really like this guy.  And I really like a challenge.  I need to know what makes him tick.  I need to know why he's blowing me off. Men never do that.  Am I losing my edge?  I mean, it's been a while since I've been in the game, but I've never been stonewalled so badly before.  Not even during puberty.  I resign myself to put a pin in this for now, as I sigh.  "Come on, Lennie.  Are you ready to go?"
"Be sure to take that box with you." Crystal says.  "I don't want any of them things hanging around.  One of the hands might get a hold of those bad boys and next thing I know the goddamn pages will all be stuck together."
"Gotcha." I cluck my tongue, taking the box with me.
"Alright.  Let's go." Lennie says, following me out.
We get inside my car and buckle up.  Lennie is quiet for the first few minutes, and then she starts. "You can do way better than him, anyway."
"What?"
"Well, I mean, he's okay looking and all, but I don't think that he's your type."
My eyes bulge.  "Okay looking? Lennie, the man is a fucking god!  I get it that you don't feel that way seeing as your boyfriend is, well, Levi. But Turner looks like he could be chiseled into stone, for chrissake.  He could sit next to a fucking Parthenon and fit right in."
Lennie lifts a finger as I drive.  Her voice is slightly heated.  "First of all, what's wrong with Levi.  Second of all, is that all you're after?  His looks?  What about if he doesn't have anything going on between his ears?  I'm sorry to say, but if he turned you down, then clearly he doesn't have much going on there other than some fluff."
An exasperated sigh comes out of me. "Okay, now, there is nothing wrong with Levi.  He's just a little, um, tender is all.  Whereas Turner, he seems more rugged, more like he could hold his own in a fight and all, you know?  And no, that's not all I'm after, Lennie.  You know me better than that.  I just want someone that isn't all scholarly and boring like my last few boyfriends that I met through work."
Lennie's face is blank.  She's not impressed.  "Tender?  You mean he's a wimp?"
"Not a wimp, exactly.  Just, I don't know, Lennie.  I don't know how to describe it.  He's just not my type is all."
She ignores my comment. "You think he's a wimp."
"I said I didn't."
"No, you said it loud and clear. You think that my fiancé is a wimp."
"I did not."
"Yes, you did."
My voice raises an octave.  "No, I didn't.  Now, cut it out!  We're getting on a whole other tangent here, Lennie!  I just meant that Levi isn't my type.  Not that I really have a type, I just don't want a bookish type like the last few, as I've said." I'm speaking quickly, trying to back pedal.
"No, you clearly said that Levi is tender, meaning that he's a wimp." She crosses her arms over her chest defiantly, and turns her head, so she's looking out the window and can't see my face. Which means that she's done talking to me, seeing as she's deaf and has to read my lips. And that's difficult to do when you're not looking at a person.
I swallow and rewind what just happened. Lennie and I don't argue much.  But when we do, it's usually over something silly like this.  And it's usually me that apologizes, since it's usually my fault.  I have a tendency to put my foot in my mouth and say all the wrong things sometimes.  Then I blink.  "Wait a minute."
Of course she can't hear me.  And she can't see me, so she has no idea that I'm talking to her.
I touch her leg.  She moves her leg so I don't do it again.  "Lennie?  Lennie, I want to talk to you."
I touch her leg again.  This time she bats it away.  "I'm going to pull this car over right now if you don't listen to me!" Of course, this is fruitless, since once again, she can't see me.  I pull over.  She looks at me so I can talk to her again.  "You said fiancé."
Her nose goes into the air. "I did."
"Is that like one of your little fantasies?" Lennie has a very overactive imagination.
She slits her eyes at me.  "No.  It's not.  And you better start driving again, or I'm hitching."
"You said fiancé, Lennie.  Did he, did Levi propose to you?" I ask her like she may not understand what the word means.  Before Levi, Lennie was reduced to her overactive imagination and a couple of lessons I taught her with phallic shaped vegetables of our choosing.  
"He did." Her nose is still in the air.
I push her chin down so she's looking right at me.  "He got down on his knee and asked you to be his wife?"
She's snarky and matter-of-fact.  "Yes."
My eyes widen.  My hands go to my cheeks as my jaw drops to the floor.  My voice is a squeak.  "Are fucking serious?  Were y'all going to tell me this fucking century?"
Her sour puss slips and she breaks into a smile.  "When you stopped being an asshole I was."
We both bust out into squeals, hands flailing, feet thumping on the car floor while passersby honk at us to get the hell out of the way.  "Jesus Christ, Lennie!  I'm your best friend!  Y'all need to tell me these things!  Especially when I go off about goddamn Parthenons!"
Finally, a transport truck honks loudly, and I realize that this could be a posthumous wedding if I don't get us off the narrow shoulder.  Peeling out, I squeal the tires.  Lennie is looking right at me.  "So, how did he do it?  Tell me everything." I lift a hand.  "Well, not everything everything. But enough."  I lift her left hand and do a double-take. "Where's the ring?"
"We're going to get one together.  He just did it spontaneously last night.  That's why I didn't tell you yet. I wanted to wait until I had a ring to show for it."
"Well, honey, that doesn't matter.  Gosh, that's the best part, that he pulled that out of his ass and did it.  Hell, I take back what I said about him being a wimp.  It takes guts to just come out like that and ask without a plan.  Speaking from me, anyway."
"It was so romantic.  He just told me that I'm the only one for him. And that was it."
"Gosh, Lennie.  I'm so happy for you.  Did you tell your folks yet?"
She shakes her head.  "Not yet. Like I said, I wasn't prepared to tell anyone until I had a ring."
"They'll be so tickled."  I grab her leg and give it a squeeze, making a squeaky noise in my throat.  "So, what sort of wedding do you want to have?  You've got to let me help you plan it.  You know how I am with shit like that."
"I think just a small wedding at the ranch, probably.  I've already got a wedding photographer."
I name off the one I know she used to work with and we both concur.  
"I can do the favors, the invitations, the place cards, all that, with that magical thing I have that I use for everything."
Did I mention that I'm also obsessed with being organized?
"Gosh, I hadn't even thought that far.  I don't want a big wedding.  I'd like to keep it simple, too.  Just family and friends."
"When?"
She shrugs.  "I'm not sure.  This just happened last night."
I pat her leg.  "Shit, yeah, his dick probably isn't even dry yet."
"Besides, he's just graduated, and I know that he has a lot of money, but I also know that if I plan a big wedding, he'll pay for it.  I'd rather our money went to the house."
"That ridiculously doll-like house that he wants to build for y'all you mean?"
Her mouth opens wide again.  
I snort a laugh, breaking my composure. "I'm just kidding.  A little jealous, but I'm kidding."
She raises a warning finger at me but her eyes are dancing.  "You better be.  Hey, do you mind dropping me off at the store?  I'd like make sure that Shana is doing okay."
"Sure.  So, how is she doing at the store?  Thinking about branching out?"
"Yeah, if things keep up.  It's been over six months and she's really got a handle on things.  She hasn't made a sale yet, so I don't know."
"Have you got some sites lined up?"
"One or two, but I haven't put any offers in yet. I'm still waiting for the right time."
I tilt my head.  "You know if you wait for the right time, it'll never come."
"That's what my folks keep saying, but I just don't know if I'm ready.  I mean, I'm ready financially, but I don't know if it takes the small town feel out of the store by branching out."
"Well, that's a good point." I frown.  "Plus, you're always saying that half the reason why you sell your art pieces is because of your presence."
"Which is why it stands to reason that Shana hasn't made a sale yet.  She just keeps the store open."
"You never know.  Maybe she primes them and then they come back later and buy something."
Lennie puts a finger on her chin.  "I never thought of that."
"Besides, I think old Buddy would miss the hell out of you if you split your focus. And wouldn't you want to create as much photography time as possible?  Which means not running a secondary store?"
Her brows wrinkle.  "What happened to your entrepreneurial sensibilities?  I thought you were the one that wanted me to expand my horizons.  Shoot for the stars."
I shrug. "Now that you're getting married, things may change.  And, after all, isn't art supposed to be about individuality, not capitalism?"
Lennie smirks. "I think you need to get laid."
The barked laugh is unavoidable.  "You are turning into a spitfire, girl!  I'm impressed!"  As I say this, I'm pulling up to her store, and I notice a truck pull up in the driveway next to us.  It's a Barnes Ranch truck, in fact.  Lennie catches my gaze.  I can't see who's inside the truck from the back.  
"Are they following us?  Is something wrong?" Lennie asks.
"If there was something wrong, don't you think that they would park right here?  And besides, Piper and Crystal are at the ranch right now.  They'd call."
A shiver runs up my spine.  I try to ignore it.
"Well, we ought to mind our own business, Trisha.  They have a lot of hands now.  Who knows what sort of errands Billy sends them on daily."
"Don't you think I know that?" Another shiver crawls up my spine.
Then I watch him come out of the truck.  
Turner.
"Well, he got here awfully fast." My tone is full of speculation.
"Trisha, mind your own business. Lord knows what task he's on and he's already run away from you with his tail between his legs.  He's not for you and you know it."
But I like a challenge.  And something is gnawing away at me.  Something is wrong.  But I don't want to let on to Lennie that my spidey senses are up.  "You go on in there and I'll catch up with you later."
She speaks in a huff.  "Is there no way I can talk you out of making a complete ass out of yourself?"
"Y'all can do that."
But it doesn't work.  And I end up doing something I haven't done in ages.






  
  Chapter 2

[image: ]
Turner


Billy loaned me his van after I realized at the last second what had happened. My goddamn license was about to expire. Nobody put two and two together, because everyone is so doggone busy. It doesn't matter, anyway. All I did was hop into his van and head off to town, before I wasn't legally allowed to drive anymore. As I pull up to the office, I see that it's almost closing time. The woman at the door is just about to turn the sign over that says 'closed', and she makes a point to tap her watch, letting me know that I've missed the boat. "Damn!" I hiss. 
"You've got a problem, Turner?" A familiar voice calls behind me.  I turn around and see no other than the woman I already tried to dodge twice today.  Trisha.  She looks like she's two steps ahead of me and I feel like a complete moron for forgetting to check my emails for the reminder notice that I set myself up for.
"Yeah, um.  Nothing that I can't fix tomorrow though." Unless I get pulled over by the sheriff, that is. 
"What's the trouble?"
I hand her my license.  She sees it immediately.  I watch her take three steps towards the door and rap on it, getting the none-too-pleased woman to take notice.  This woman looks like she was a librarian in a previous life.  What century, I don't know, judging by the layers of wrinkles on her face and neck.  She's got one of those chains hanging from the stems of her glasses. Yeah, that old.  The woman opens the door with a look on her face that says she's not above corporal punishment.  "Young lady, we are about to close. It's four o'clock."
"Not by my watch, it isn't.  You've got six minutes, and only one customer in there, with two staff behind the counter.  This man's license is about to expire and I don't have to remind you how lax this office is for mailing out reminders.  Now, I suggest y'all let him in and get his business dealt with, or I'll have to make a special trip to the sheriff's office on my way home."
Sour Puss sticks her nose in the air.  "The computer has already been shut down for the day."
"I'm sure that the governor will be only too pleased to find out that his taxpayers are paying for y'all to shut down six minutes early."
Sour Puss huffs.  "I'll let it go this once.  But I'll flag the account for the next time."
I paste on a smile.  She lets us in and I walk quickly to the scrawny geek in the back corner.  It takes all of three minutes to process my new license.  Picture included.  Trisha is silent, glaring at Sour Puss as she walks by. When we walk out of the place, I look at Trisha.  "How did you know all that, you know, about this office?"
With a shrug, she smirks.  "I made all that shit up."
"Why did you do that?"
"Well, it pisses me off. The idea of having to line up like sheep to pay for something that's required by law, and then to have to put up with that attitude.  I'm telling you once Billy's ranch gets some clout around here, there's going to be some heads rolling if shit like this happens."
My brows wrinkle. "But you're not from Copper Cove.  How do you know all this?"
A strange look crosses her face.  Like she's impressed. "How do you know I'm not from Copper Cove?"
I swallow.  "One of the ranch hands told me."
"Which one?"
"I, I don't know." I lie.  Judging by her audacity, he's liable to get his ass kicked, and it would be my fault.
Her slitted eyes tell me she's not buying it.  "Well, he's wrong.  I am from Copper Cove.  My folks just laid low is all.  We didn't go to church, and both my parents work out of town.  I went to school in the next town over, see.  That's how come anyone that doesn't know me well wouldn't know that I am from here.  Hell, everyone also thinks that Lennie isn't from here, but she also went to a special school, but that was on account of her being deaf."
We start walking towards Billy's truck.  "Is that how you two met?"
"Sort of.  That's a long story." She sees the truck.  "You hungry?"
My stomach grumbles.  I missed lunch because I was tending to the horses and I didn't have the heart to ask Grace, the cook, to fix me something.  But I'm not about to tell her that.  "Not really, no."
"Your stomach just made a noise that betrayed you, Turner." She sniffs.  "You know, if you want to get into the habit of blowing people off, you've really got to work on your lying."  She grabs my hand and practically drags me over to the tiny diner down the street, like I've got no choice in the matter.  "It's my treat. So, just shut up and don't argue, okay."
"Yes, ma'am."
"And don't call me ma'am, neither.  I feel like your goddamn mama."
"Yes, um, Trisha."
She smirks at me.  Her eyes are dancing.  "That's better.  You can even call me Trish for short, if you want."
"Whatever you prefer."
"Now, do you like to be called Turner, or is there some nickname that you go by?" She asks as she swings the door open to the diner.
"Turner is fine.  When I was in high school, some of the kids liked to call me 'T', but then I got beat up for trying to pose as a rapper."
She snorts a laugh.  "You got beat up in high school?"
A lady with a chignon seats us and hands us menus. The diner is a mom-and-pop style, complete with gingham tablecloths and matching curtains.  "Who didn't?  I thought everyone was supposed to get an ass kicking at least in grade nine. It's a rite of passage."
Trisha peruses the menu.  "Maybe for you Neanderthal boys, but not for us girls.  You got any sisters?"
"Yeah, I've got a sister and a brother.  You?"
"I've just got one sister.  And none of us got our asses kicked."
The menu looks good. I haven't been here before, but if the food tastes as good as it looks on the menu, this could become my new favorite.  The waitress stops by a moment later and brings us glasses of water. "Are you ready to order yet?"
"I am.  What about you?" Trisha asks me.
"Ladies first." I gesture.
Trisha orders the onion rings and a salad, and I grab a burger with fries. Normally, I’m a healthier eater but today I’m in the mood for some comfort food. I’ve earned it. Once the waitress leaves, Trisha starts. “So, what’s your story?  I know you’re not from here.”
“That’s right. I’m from El Paso. Came here for the job.” I lie. 
She lifts a brow. “Are you telling me that there aren’t any ranches there that suit you?”
I chuckle. This girl is a spitfire. It’s like she can see right through me and I’m not sure how I feel about that yet. It’s not rocket science figuring me out. I’m a simple man. “No, there are plenty there.”
She steeples her hands under her chin
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