
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

 

	AUSTIN

	Book #3 in the Story in a Song Series

	By

	VJ Dunn

	 


 

	This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental, except in the mention of public figures such as celebrities, bands, authors, et al. 

	© 2023 VJ Dunn, Library of Congress Registry Pending.

	eBooks are not transferable. They cannot be sold, shared or given away, as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.

	All rights reserved. This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise — without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by United States of America copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, at “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.

	 

	HEA Publishers

	PO Box 591

	Douglas, AZ 85608-0591

	Or email: author@vjdunn.com

	 


Table of Contents

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	Boone

	[image: Image]

 

	 

	TRAFFIC WAS WORSE than Boone could have imagined. He’d been expecting a crush of traffic, but even then, he’d been shocked by the sheer number of cars lined up on the interstate.

	“In the next eighth mile, exit the highway,” his GPS chimed in through the truck’s stereo speakers.

	“Easier said than done,” Boone grumbled as he put his turn signal on. Thankfully, the car in the right lane backed off to let him in. He changed lanes and waved a “thank you” to the car behind him.

	“At least Texans are polite,” he muttered. Boone sighed once he was driving down the off-ramp. It had been a very long trip so far, and one he hadn’t intended on taking alone. But it couldn’t be helped, not with Gray’s wife going into labor early. His brother had been really wanting to come with him, but Boone had insisted he stay at home with Melody, since she’d been ready to calve at any minute.

	He chuckled at his thoughts; Melody would have tanned his hide if she’d known he’d referred to the “wonder of childbirth” as calving. His sister-in-law would have ripped him a new one, to be sure.

	Boone envied Gray. Melody was a real fine woman, but not one of those fancy citified gals who insisted on having weekly salon appointments so their eyebrows, nails and hair were up to whatever society deemed as the beauty standard that week. Melody was a country gal, ready to jump in to help pull a calf as she was to run roughshod over their herd of young ‘uns.

	His brother was a very blessed man.

	“In a hundred yards, turn left,” the GPS intoned. Boone sighed, missing the days when his brother rode shotgun, reading directions from a map. Of course, Gray got them lost more times than not, but it was still nice to have an actual human giving him directions, accurate or not.

	Regardless of his feelings about inhuman navigators, Boone turned left at the next road and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the sign for the motel where he’d made reservations. It was a dump, he noticed, and not in the best area of Austin, but it was affordable. And lately, “affordable” had become his middle name.

	Boone sighed as he pulled the truck and long trailer into the lot, maneuvering it, so he wasn’t blocking any of the parking spaces. He groaned when he got out, feeling every single injury from his rodeo days in his tired, aching body. Eight hours straight in the truck was too long.

	There wasn’t an obvious sign to tell him where the office was, so Boone walked down the sidewalk in front of the first level rooms, hoping the place was at the end of the row. It wasn’t.

	Grumbling to himself as he hobbled back the way he’d come, he didn’t notice one of the room doors opening and collided with a woman, who then dropped her purse. She cried “Oh!” while Boone grabbed her by the arms to keep from knocking her down.

	“I’m so sorry, ma’am,” he apologized as he released her arms when she jerked back like she didn’t want to be touched. She didn’t respond but bent to retrieve her purse. A little silver object started rolling toward the parking lot and Boone rushed to grab it, but it rolled under a parked car. It took some doing to get down on his busted-up knees—and quite a bit of effort to get back up—but he was rewarded for the effort by a huge smile from the woman.

	It wasn’t until that moment that Boone realized she was incredibly beautiful. Dark eyes, thick chestnut colored hair with just a bit of wave, and skin a rich gold that told him her heritage was either Mediterranean or Latino. She was very curvy, too, not starving-model thin like so many women he’d seen in the area. She filled out the sundress she wore very nicely.

	He cleared his throat.

	“Thanks,” she grinned, showing off straight, white teeth as she took the little tube from him. She lifted it up. “Twenty-seven dollars for this stuff,” she said as she pulled the lid off, then twisted the bottom, revealing red lipstick. Boone stared in fascination as she swiped it across her bottom lip, then pursed her lips together before puckering them.

	He had the strangest desire to lean forward and smear that lipstick with his own mouth.

	“Well, sorry to run into you and run,” she laughed as she turned away and walked toward a beat-up silver car, “but I’ve got an audition.”

	Boone blinked a few times to get his thoughts together. She opened her car door. “A dancer, huh? Well, break a leg!”

	She grinned at him over the top of the car door. “I’m a singer. Country music.”

	Well, that’s surprising, he thought. Not that she was a singer, but with her looks he pictured pop music or maybe even jazz. Something leaning more toward sexiness than cowboy hats and peanut shells on the floor.

	“Oh, well, break a vocal cord,” Boone said with a crooked grin that made her laugh as she shook her head.

	“Let’s hope not!” she called as she got into the driver’s seat and started the car. “I’m hoping by this time next year, Jenn Olguin will be a household name… at least with you cowboys,” she said with a wink, then closed her door, waved through the window and backed out.

	“Nice to meet you, Jenn Olguin,” Boone murmured, knowing he looked like a lunatic just standing on the sidewalk watching her drive away. “I’m thinking ‘Jenn Carson’ sounds a whole lot better though.”

	He jerked at his thoughts, wondering where in the world they came from. Shaking his head, he turned and walked back down the sidewalk to the other side of the building. Just met the gal, shared a handful of words, and now you’re thinking of marrying her? You done gone and lost your danged mind, Boone Carson.

	Thankfully, the office was just around the corner and after checking in, he headed to his room. He couldn’t wait to get a shower and call for a pizza delivery, then hit the sack early. He had another very long day to look forward to, starting with a five a.m. alarm.

	When he reached his room, he nearly laughed out loud… it was next door to the woman he’d run into. Boone glanced heavenward.

	“Very funny, Lord. Ha ha.”

	The water wasn’t as hot as he liked it, but at least he was able to wash the road grime off. Boone pulled on a pair of sweatpants, then grabbed his phone to call the nearby pizza place. Even though it was costly, the motel had left a coupon by the phone for a large supreme. He hoped the leftovers would keep until lunch the next day.

	Everything he did lately was on a budget. Coupons and sales had become his best friends.

	After placing the order, he collapsed on the bed and grabbed the remote. It was rare that he watched television, not with running the ranch and working from sunup to past sundown. Most days, he walked in the house, peeled off his clothes, showered, and was asleep about two seconds after his head hit the pillow.

	Of course, he rarely stayed asleep. His brain had an annoying way of awakening him around midnight, so he could think of all the things that hadn’t gotten done… and all those he needed to start doing. And there was always the worry over finances.

	Boone pushed the thoughts of the ranch away for the moment. He had hoped the trip to Austin would give him a chance to recoup, that just being away from the stressors of a failing ranch would somehow reenergize him.

	It hadn’t worked so far.

	He shook his thoughts off as he turned on the TV. Surprisingly, the no-tell motel had some cable channels, but it didn’t take more than a few minutes to realize there just wasn’t anything on worth watching. Every channel seemed to be a show about sex, or a commercial for something related to sex—or else, sex was used to sell it—and it didn’t take long for him to be disgusted.

	Boone turned the TV off and tossed the remote onto the nightstand as he tossed his legs over the edge of the bed, resting his elbows on his thighs as he hung his head and clasped his hands.

	“Lord, you know I struggle with those things,” he sighed. “Seems the enemy is always trying to trip me up.”

	The familiar hitch in his chest at the memory of how his extracurricular activities on the computer had been a major cause of the breakup of his marriage caused him to wince. Kara hadn’t been too keen on having a cheating husband, even if it was just with women he’d never actually meet.

	After Kara had filed for divorce, Boone found himself in a dark place, one he didn’t like to think on too much. That dark place had led to very dark thinking, to the point he didn’t want to be around any longer. It had taken divine intervention in the form of a pistol that refused to fire to set him back on the right path.

	The very next day, he’d shot a rattlesnake with the perfectly working gun that had never failed to fire again.

	Since then, he’d repented, recommitted himself to the Lord, and made sure he worked too long and too hard to be tempted by such things.

	Inheriting the failing family ranch six months prior had certainly helped in the “keeping busy” department.

	“I need You to watch over me, Father,” he murmured. “Keep my mind on things that please You. Don’t let me stray. Help me stay pure, just in case You want to send another gal my way.”

	For some reason, Boone’s mind went to the beautiful lady in the next room. He smiled at the memory of her sass, how she’d puckered up those red lips at him and then winked. She was flirty and sassy, for sure, but he also remembered how she’d stiffened when he grabbed her arms to steady her.

	He wondered how much of Jenn Olguin’s flirtatious behavior was all an act.

	There was a noise outside the door then, and Boone forced his scarred, aching body off the bed and grabbed his wallet and the coupon from the dresser.

	He frowned when the doorknob rattled, wondering why in the world the pizza delivery person would do such a thing. His lip curled when he wondered if it was some kind of thief. The motel was in one of the worst parts of Austin, after all. With a growl and expecting the worst, he yanked the door open.

	And once again found himself holding the arms of the soon-to-be famous Jenn Olguin.

	“Oh!” she cried, startled. “This isn’t my room,” she muttered to herself. Boone frowned, wondering if the woman was drunk.

	“You’re next door,” he told her as he lifted his hands from her soft skin, curling them into fists to keep from touching her again. The woman was certainly a temptation, even worse than those sites on the computer.

	She looked at his door, probably to see the room number. Boone’s eyebrows lifted, wondering why she would question what he’d said. It obviously wasn’t her room, not with him standing in it. She’s gotta be drunk, he thought again.

	But then the glow of the light between their rooms caught her red-rimmed, swollen eyes and tear-streaked cheeks. Her makeup was gone, as well, likely cried right off. She had dark circles under her eyes as well.

	“Audition didn’t go well?” he asked before he thought twice. Boone cringed, realizing it wasn’t the nicest way to ask the question.

	Jenn’s dark eyes flew to his, wide in suspicion. Boone realized she probably didn’t recognize him. He pointed out toward the sidewalk in front of her door and smiled, hoping he looked friendly and not psychotic.

	“We ran into each other earlier, remember? You told me you were going to an audition.”

	Understanding dawned and she nodded her head once. “Ah, the cowboy,” she said with a slight lifting of her lips. It looked more sad than anything, though.

	Jenn shook her head as she turned to stare at the ground. Boone shifted his feet, suddenly self-conscious that he hadn’t put socks on. After getting stepped on one too many times by steers, his feet weren’t the best-looking things, that was for sure.

	“To answer your question, no, the audition didn’t go well,” she murmured. “Not at all. And now I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”

	Boone had a suspicion she didn’t mean to say that last part out loud. A car with a little red and blue sign on top pulled into the parking lot just then, and he knew it was his pizza delivery.

	“Well, sorry for bothering you,” Jenn said, not lifting her eyes. She turned toward her room.

	“Wait!” he called. She looked over her shoulder at him, one perfect dark eyebrow lifted. He motioned to the driver who’d stopped on the drive behind the cars parked in front of their rooms. He noticed that Jenn’s wasn’t one of them.

	“I ordered a large pizza that I ain’t gonna eat by myself,” he grinned as he motioned to his flat belly. It wasn’t that he was in great shape, or that he exercised to keep it flat. The slim body he sported was simply due to money—and food—conservation.

	Jenn’s eyes ran down his torso then and Boone’s face heated when he remembered he wasn’t wearing a shirt. But the woman didn’t seem repulsed by his body, so he figured he’d take that as a win.

	He cleared his throat. “Thought maybe you’d like to share it with me.” I’ll just have to skip lunch tomorrow. The missed meal would be worth it, if he could do something to take that sad look off the lady’s beautiful face.

	She turned to face him fully once again, this time with both brows lifted. The delivery driver was approaching, so Boone yanked out a twenty, handing it to the kid as he took the pizza.

	“Keep the change,” he said, ignoring the under-breath comment the kid grumbled.

	“Like two bucks is gonna make my night.”

	Once he was back in his car, Jenn spoke. “Are you asking me into your room, cowboy? That’s kinda improper, isn’t it?”

	The grin felt like it was going to split his face when he wondered if she really meant the comment. Finding someone else with his morals would be amazing, and unlikely. But he could always hope.

	Boone’s mind went back to his earlier prayer.

	“Well, we can go to your room,” he suggested as he leaned his shoulder against the door frame. “Don’t matter to me. I’m just suggesting dinner and maybe gettin’ to know each other. Nothing else, promise.” He glanced heavenward.

	“The Lord won’t let me get out of line.”

	Her grin matched his, and Boone was glad to see some of the shadows leave her eyes. “Well, if you’re a brother in Christ, then I guess it’ll be okay,” she said as she pushed by him and into the room.

	She’s a Christian? Boone didn’t think his grin could get any wider.
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	JENN STILL wasn’t sure what came over her, accepting the gorgeous cowboy’s invitation like that. It sure wasn’t like her to do such a thing; in fact, other than leaving her friends and family behind in San Diego to pursue her singing career, she’d never done anything impulsive in her life.

	Well, except for leaving her fiancé practically at the altar.

	She hated the memory of the last time she’d seen Gilbert. Jenn had just told him she didn’t want to get married, and he’d told her he “didn’t want to hear it,” refusing to “allow her” to call it off, and that he was going to see to it that they were married right away. She’d made the mistake of rolling her eyes at the man.

	And he’d blackened both of them.

	It hadn’t been the first time Gilbert had hurt her. Besides the occasional physical attacks, the man had been verbally abusive—name-calling, putting her down in front of others, sharing her secrets with those never meant to know them.

	And he’d been emotionally abusive, making sure she knew he was smarter than her, just because he had a college degree. Gilbert seemed to thrive on making Jenn think she was an idiot.

	Jenn blinked away the memories she didn’t want and looked around. The cowboy’s room was exactly like hers—threadbare carpet, peeling paint of indeterminate color, a musty smell that she really didn’t want to identify. The only difference was his room was a lot tidier.

	When she’d reached Austin the day before after a very long two-day trip, Jenn had dropped her belongings by the door and crashed face-first on the bed. She hadn’t even bothered to pull the bedspread down, which was something she didn’t want to think too hard on, not with the questionable cleanliness of the place. And when she’d overslept and was running late for the audition, she’d trashed the room in her haste to get ready.

	At the thought of her failure to get the job, her heart sank once more, and she could feel the tears threatening all over again. She turned her back so the man wouldn’t see them. It dawned on her then that she didn’t even know his name.

	“I’ll just put a shirt on,” he murmured as he set the pizza on the little table by the window and then brushed past her to get to the dresser. Jenn moved to the table and sat, staring at the scratched, cheap veneer as she pondered what she was going to do next.

	Every penny she’d managed to save from her cashier’s job in San Diego was nearly gone. Gas, hotels and the few meals she’d had were more expensive than she’d planned. And now, she didn’t have a job, didn’t know what she was going to do, and didn’t have a plan.

	Her earlier thought of never doing anything impulsive suddenly felt like a big, fat lie. Ditching Gilbert and her family to cross nearly four states by herself in a car on its last legs with barely more than five hundred dollars to her name was certainly impulsive.

	Idiotic, even.

	A tear slipped out before she could stop it, though she ignored it. The ache in her heart was harder to ignore, though. As was the fear threatening to choke her.

	But even though she’d left California in a rush, she’d still had a plan in place. Originally it was for getting to Nashville, but Branson, Missouri and Austin were backup plans. All she’d wanted was a chance, an opportunity to prove she could sing and that she’d had what it took to be a country music star.

	I’d been so sure of myself, she thought. Just knew I’d come out here and everyone would love my voice. After all, she’d been a popular soloist at her church and had often gotten requests to sing at events, like weddings and anniversary parties.

	She’d really thought that a music career was where God was leading her.

	Maybe it would have been different in Nashville… The country music capital of the world was where she’d really wanted to go. But it would have cost a lot more than she’d saved and when Gilbert had hit
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