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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Welcome to Phail

          

        

      

    

    
      Piper Keenan grinned as she drove across the border from upstate New York into Vermont. After relying on transit for years in Chicago, she hadn’t forgotten how to drive. The freeways had been scary at first, but rewarding herself with Oreos at every rest stop had proved to be all the incentive she needed. Even fear of black ice melted with the power of chocolate.

      Rusty, who lived up to his name, might be her first car, but they’d bonded in her three whole days of car ownership. He’d promised to not break down on the freeway and she’d promised him frequent breaks including an overnight rest in Syracuse, and a nice long rest in Phail, Vermont.

      Her face scrunched up even thinking about the town’s name. The first suggestion she’d make would be to change the name to something less depressing. It was probably a big reason why the town’s population was less than her former condo building.

      This temporary job helping the town would be a good move for her. A chance to leave her troubles in the rear view mirror, and take a breather before deciding her next steps.

      With the pressures of the crowded freeways behind her, Piper soaked in the scenery. Vermont lived up to the hype. Snow covered the mountains, waterways, and the fields, making every view a fairy tale.

      As someone who’d grown up in Chicago, snow and cold didn’t scare her. In the city, the snowy wind tended to rip through you and steal your breath. Plows and sanding trucks usually meant dirty brown snow on the ground. In contrast, Vermont looked like it belonged in a Christmas movie.

      The road twisted and curved, dancing through the trees and the mountains. What would this place be like in autumn with all those trees showing off their colors? Gorgeous.

      Not that she’d be here to see it. Her two-week job didn’t even stretch all the way to Christmas. With a sharp shake of her head, she shoved that thought away. No worrying about the future. This was a two-week respite from panic and worry. Right. Maybe she should pull over at the next rest stop. That last pack of Oreos was calling.

      Just like in those Christmas movies she loved, the snow got thicker and harder. The wind picked up and Rusty shuddered a few times. Snow bounced off his windshield. “You’re doing great, Rusty. Not long now.”

      The GPS showed her destination was in ten miles. Ten miles to Phail. Yup, that sounded awful. Maybe the guy who’d hired her could be talked into changing the name of the town. As the snow thickened, she reduced her speed. She didn’t need another crash, especially one that was her fault.

      As she rounded another curve, she spotted a small animal climbing out of the ditch and onto the road, and she slowed further. “Come on, little guy. Newbie snow driver here. Keep moving. You can do it.”

      Except he couldn’t.

      The little guy got about halfway across her lane and flopped to the ground. Was he hurt? Piper pulled over to the side and put on her flashers. The animal didn’t move. You weren’t supposed to approach wild animals, but this was a little thing, and she couldn’t leave him alone.

      When she shoved open her door, the icy wind immediately leached the heat from her body. But she was from Chicago, and a bitter wind wasn’t going to stop her.

      Was it dead? Injured? The black and white pattern became obvious as she neared. “Tell me you’re not a skunk.” The body shuddered, and she realized the pattern wasn’t like any skunk she’d read about.

      The icy wind shriveled her lungs, and this little one had to feel it worse than Piper. “Are you a dog? Please be a dog.”

      A peek behind her showed the road was still clear, so she moved into the middle where snow was already covering the little body. She squatted down and sighed with relief. “You’re definitely a dog. Yay. Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      The little dog rolled over and proved he was definitely male. He didn’t open his eyes, but his whimper nearly broke her heart. Piper held out her hand to let him sniff her scent. Other than a whine, he didn’t react.

      She brushed her hands gently over his body but didn’t find any obvious injuries. No blood and he didn’t react in pain to her touch.

      Piper slipped off her hoodie and wrapped it around him. “Come on then. I’m going to Phail. Ack. That sounds terrible out loud. I hope they’ll let me change the town name. There might be a vet in town. If they had a website, I would know that already. We’ll get you checked out. I’ve got water. Are you thirsty? Please don’t die on me.”

      Piper dashed back to her car and hopped into the driver’s seat. She angled the heater vents to aim directly at the dog, and held his little body close to hers and rubbed gently. He whimpered again, but it didn’t sound as sad.

      “Do you have a chip inside? Is your family looking for you? I bet we can find someone in town who knows about dogs, even if they don’t have a vet. We’ll get you some food. Do you want some water?”

      Piper slid the seat back to give herself room and took her reusable water bottle from the cup holder. “I don’t have a bowl, but I think the lid will work. Let’s try.”

      When she held out the water, his huge ears perked up and his eyes popped open. She had to blink away happy tears. “There you are cutie. You’re definitely not a skunk but maybe I should call you Pépé LePew.”

      His little face puckered up, and she laughed as she angled the lid so he could drink. “Okay. No skunk names. You have Snoopy’s coloring, but you’re not that kind of dog. What about Rocky? You climbed that ditch like a champ.”

      He ignored her and dipped his tongue in the lid.

      “Penguin? They’re black and white.” Still no reaction. “Panda? Zebra? Oreo?”

      He yipped at the last word. “Oreo?”

      His butt wagged weakly, and he reached out to lick her hand. “Okay. Oreo it is. I’d give you some of those, but I don’t think dogs can eat chocolate. Let’s make you comfortable, and see if we can find someone to help us.”

      Piper made a nest of her sweatshirt in the passenger seat and then moved her seat forward until she reached the pedals. “Okay, Oreo. We’re going to Phail.”

      She rolled her eyes at the name. “First thing on the agenda at my meeting will be a name change.”

      Oreo didn’t respond, and Piper’s heart thumped at his stillness as he rested on the seat. She reached out a hand and reassured herself he was breathing but worry gnawed at her.

      What if her bad luck extended to this innocent little dog? He wasn’t going to die if she could do anything about it. “Hang on, Oreo. We’re going to get help. Let’s hope we both find what we’re looking for.”
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        * * *

      

      Growing up with a name like his, Troy Phail knew how to do a few things well. He could handle good natured teasing, but he could also finish a fight if someone else started it. Troy had been taught to value his town and his family history. He’d learned the value of being a team player, and he knew that hard work and determination meant you almost always accomplished your goals. Because a Phail really hated to fail.

      But he was currently failing in two areas.

      It had been over a month since he’d heard from four of his former military brothers. The six of them had done two overseas tours together and were as tight as regular brothers. Probably closer than most.

      When they’d left the military, Troy had talked their team leader, Marcus Ramirez, call sign Arrow, into moving to Phail. Now Arrow was the local deputy and Troy’s closest friend. Without a police station in town, they’d converted the back room of Phail General into an office for him, complete with a holding cell for those few times they needed one.

      As if the thought had conjured him, the door to the police office opened and Marcus strode through. “Stan just called in.”

      Troy grinned. “What’s the trouble this time?” A cousin of Troy’s grandmother, Stan lived in a farmhouse on the north edge of town. The man refused to move into town because he’d lived his entire life on the farm, but he did get lonely.

      Marcus shook his head. “Says there are lights flashing in the woods at night. Wants me to check it out. Do you want to come visit with him?”

      Troy checked the clock. “Can’t this time. That city planner is arriving sometime today. Having the store closed wouldn’t make the best first impression.”

      “Right. I forgot that was today. I’ll get back as soon as I can.”

      Troy laughed. “You seriously think Stan will let you leave quickly? Not unless there’s an actual emergency.”

      Marcus sighed. “You’re right. I’ll stop by your cousin’s and pick him up some food before I head out. Then I’ll check out those old shacks in the back of his property, see if anyone is squatting there or using them for something. Good luck.”

      He would need it. This was the second area where Troy was failing. Small towns were disappearing all the time. People were moving to cities for jobs with higher pay and he wanted to halt, even reverse, that process here in Phail.

      The people who had moved onto the Midnight Lake property just north of town had brought a lot of good with them. More business for the locals, and it had spurred Troy to figure out even more ways to grow the town, but without a budget, the options were few to none.

      Troy had personally covered the bill for the city planner’s visit to Phail. It wasn’t like he had a huge bank account, but his family had responsibilities to the town named after them. There weren’t many Phails left, so Troy figured it was his duty to do what he could.

      They needed more opportunities to attract new people and keep the people they had. Because of the Midnight Lake group, the town now had a volunteer fire crew and a part-time doctor.

      He also needed something that would be a pull for his Army brothers to join them. None of the other four men had found their place since leaving the military. They were drifting, and if Phail had more opportunities, he might be able to lure his buddies here.

      The store’s front door opened, but instead of the urban planner, the cook in Troy’s cousin’s diner, strolled in. Troy smiled. “Hey Manuel. What can I help you with today?”

      The quiet man grinned and held up a box. “I need to mail some packages.” He placed a box on the counter, and Troy got out the scale.

      “Sending Ginny’s cinnamon buns to your mom again?”

      Manuel laughed. “Not for another couple of weeks. She likes them fresh for Christmas. But I want these presents in the mail early.”

      After Manuel left, a few more people came in looking for snow shovels and batteries. After a bit of a lull, a woman rushed in. She was gorgeous with her thick brown hair piled high on her head and huge brown eyes full of worry. She wore jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. In her arms, wrapped in what looked like a hoodie, was a little dog.

      “Are you Troy? I found this dog on the road and I think he was nearly frozen to death. Or he might be sick, but he gulped down all the water I had in the car. I didn’t have any food I was sure he could eat. I had some chocolate bars and a bag of Oreos, but I think dogs are allergic to chocolate. Do you know if that’s right? I don’t want my bad luck rubbing off on him. And do you⁠—”

      The woman made eye contact with him and stopped talking. Then she took a deep breath. “Sorry. I’m rambling but I don’t want him to die and I don’t know what to do.”

      Troy blinked as he absorbed all the words that had just spilled out of her mouth. Beautiful, with a soft heart. She was more worried about the dog than anything else. Troy rounded the counter and peeked into the bundle she held. A small black and white dog with huge ears stared back at him. “Hey, boy. Aren’t you a handsome little Frenchy?”

      She blinked up at him. “Frenchy?”

      He nodded. “He appears to be a French bulldog.”

      She smiled. “I’ve never heard of those. I’m afraid I don’t know anything about dogs. But I don’t want him to die.”

      The dog’s big ears twitched and the tongue shot out to lick his lips. Smiling, Troy moved to the back of the store. He grabbed two dog bowls and a bag of food for small breeds. He returned them to the counter where the woman stood. He poured a small amount of food into one bowl. “I know you’re not supposed to let animals overeat if they’ve been starving. I’m going to grab some water. Why don’t you see if he shows any interest in the food?”

      He filled up the other bowl from the bathroom sink and brought it back to the front of the store. The woman sat on the floor beside the counter. The dog, still partially wrapped in her sweatshirt, stood with his face in the bowl.

      “Looks like he was hungry. Once his belly’s full, he’ll feel better.” Troy placed the water bowl next to the food.

      The woman smiled up at him with those huge chestnut eyes and her smile almost knocked him on his ass. His blood raced through his veins and his heart thumped. He’d never had such a powerful reaction to a woman.

      What was it about this one that made him feel like a teenager again, with a crush on the cute girl in History class?

      Whatever it was, he was going to have to ignore it. He’d hired her to help his town. And that came first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            No Fail

          

        

      

    

    
      Piper’s heart rate slowed as Oreo gobbled the food. Then he moved to the water bowl and slurped that up as well. When both bowls were empty, he turned to stare at her with hopeful eyes. “Sorry, Oreo. That’s all for now. We don’t want you to get an upset tummy. You can have more later.”

      He turned those pleading eyes to the man, and so did Piper. She’d been in too much of a panic to notice him before. And that was almost impossible to believe. Dark blond hair and scruff with a hint of red. Deep blue eyes that shifted from the dog to her. Sexy eyes that sparkled with humor.

      “Hi.”

      She smiled back, face flushing. “Hi.”

      Oreo turned in a circle on her sweatshirt then plunked his little body down and instantly fell asleep. She ran her hand over him to make sure he was sleeping and not unconscious. Or worse.

      When she turned back to the man, his gaze moved from her hand to her eyes. The heat there had her heart thumping all over again.

      Wow. This man could sell pretty much anything on TV. It wouldn’t matter if you already owned whatever he was selling. You’d buy three more anyway.

      He tilted his head as he studied her. “Are you okay?”

      Piper drew in a deep breath and assessed. “I’m fine. Thanks. Seeing Oreo climbing the ditch and collapsing made me frantic.”

      He grinned and then stood and held out his hand to help her up.

      She was sitting on the floor of Phail General. Great first impression. Maybe this wasn’t the man she was supposed to meet. She accepted his help but was surprised when he squeezed her hand and released it. She managed not to sigh at the loss of his touch. Man, she was a mess.

      “I’m Troy Phail, owner of Phail General.”

      Well, there went that hope. “I’m Piper Keenan. It’s nice to meet you. Thanks for your help with the dog. I don’t know much about dogs and I wasn’t sure if he was okay.” She checked the floor, but Oreo looked comfortable, and his little body rose with his easy breaths.

      “He looks fine, but we can get the vet to check him out. He was lucky you came along when you did.”

      “His family’s probably looking for him. He didn’t have a collar, but I hope he has a chip. Poor little guy. I can pay you for the food and the bowls.”

      Troy waved that away. “It’s fine. Nothing to worry about. Did you have any trouble finding the town?”

      She laughed. “No, but that’s thanks to GPS. Living in Chicago, I haven’t driven much, and the snow was a bit scary, but once I saw little Oreo here, I forgot to worry about driving. I just worried about him.”

      And now the dog was warm and snoring comfortably with a full belly. Piper waved her hands. “Anyway, sorry about bursting in like that. I was in a bit of a panic.”

      Troy’s smile was instant and easy. “No problem. I’m glad you made it and happy you stopped to help your little friend. Have you been to the B&B?”

      She shook her head. “No. I had the GPS set to your store and it brought me right here. I’m glad it did. You knew exactly what to do.”

      He laughed. The man had a really good laugh. “I gave him a little food and water. Do you want to meet the vet and get him checked over?”

      “That would be perfect. I’ll worry that I should have done more until I know he’s okay. I bet she can find his family.” Her heart ached. She’d love to keep this cutie, but not only did she know nothing about dogs, she was jobless and homeless.

      Troy nodded. “Do you want to stop at the B&B first? Or we can take my car, and I’ll bring you back here afterward. That way, you can see some of the town on the way.”

      Now that the emergency appeared to be over and Oreo appeared to be mostly okay, Piper felt herself settling, but she wasn’t quite ready to drive into unknown territory yet. “If you could drive, that would be great. You know the area and I’m still a little shaky about Oreo.”

      Troy smiled softly. “No problem. Let me grab my keys and a jacket. Do you have one in your car or would you like me to grab one?”

      Could she possibly look less competent? In her hurry to get the dog inside, she hadn’t thought about her jacket. “I’ve got one in the car. I’ll just grab it and we can go.”

      Troy disappeared into a hallway and returned within seconds, wearing a padded flannel jacket. When he reached the front counter, he leaned down to gently scoop up the dog, keeping him wrapped in the sweatshirt.

      When Oreo stirred, he cuddled him close to his chest and whispered. “It’s okay, little guy. We’re going to go see Kimi. You’ll like her, and she’ll make sure you’re okay.”

      Troy shifted him easily to one arm and used the other to set a sign in the door announcing he’d be back soon and locked up.

      Her car was right outside the building, so Piper put on her coat, then grabbed her purse.

      Troy smiled. “That’s better. Phail hospitality frowns on letting guests freeze to death on their first day in town.”

      Even while she laughed, Piper wondered if women were still allowed to swoon because Troy Phail was definitely swoon-worthy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Troy thought about his passenger as he headed out to the veterinarian’s property. The woman had rushed through the snow without a jacket and then stripped off her hoodie to wrap it around a dog she’d found in the road. The worry for the animal proved a lot about her character. Added to the bits he’d found online before he’d hired her to come to visit for a few weeks, and she was very appealing.

      Her Master’s degree proved she was smart. Her resume had shown she was interested in supporting sustainable communities and the projects she’d worked on were innovative.

      He needed his body to listen to his brain. Piper Keenan was here to help build his town, and that was where his focus needed to be.

      Knowing his guest was worried about the dog, Troy drove directly to Kimi’s and didn’t point out any local sights. Kimi Twinishe owned a small cottage a few minutes beyond the outskirts of town. Behind the cottage, she had several fenced paddocks and a barn. Because Phail was in the countryside, there were lots of farms in the area. Kimi tended to all animals, not just family pets.

      When Troy parked, Piper looked up and smiled. “It’s so pretty.”

      The snow continued to fall, blanketing the property, trees and fences alike. Troy walked around the car to Piper’s side as she held the pup and admired the scene in front of her. Her wide eyes looked up at him when he opened the door for her.

      “Oh. Thank you. Sorry, I got caught up looking at the scenery.”

      “No problem.” And because she had her hands full, he offered her his hand to help her up. Another zip ran up his arm. The woman radiated chemistry, but he didn’t think she had a clue.

      The sign on Kimi’s door told them to head to the barn, so Troy led the way along the path. “Stay on the path so your sneakers don’t get soaked.”

      She laughed. “They’re still wet from my first adventure with Oreo. I didn’t think I’d need boots this early. I’ll set these out in my room to dry once I get to the B&B.”

      He watched her gaze as they moved through the path.

      “There’s a horse. Two horses. And a cow. Is that a donkey?”

      Troy chuckled but kept moving. “It is. That’s Snoops. Don’t get too close unless you want an imprint of donkey teeth on your arm.”

      She clutched the dog tightly to her chest and stayed close to Troy on the path. “It’s okay, Oreo. We’ll keep you safe from the hungry donkey. He’d probably love you too, but we’re not taking any chances.”

      Laughing, Troy opened the small door on the side of the barn and ushered her into the warmth. The space always made him smile. The soft scents of animals and hay were comfortable and pleasant.

      Piper let out a delighted gasp. “It’s like a movie set. I’ve never been inside a barn before. I thought it would be dark and smelly, but it’s wonderful.”

      Laughter preceded Kimi’s arrival from the back area of the barn. “Thank you. Not everyone appreciates a barn, no matter how clean it is.”

      Kimi wore her typical jeans, work boots, and a flannel shirt over a T-shirt. She smiled in greeting. “Hey Troy.” She turned to Piper. “I’m Kimi Twinishe. What brings you here today?”

      Piper gently uncovered the dog. “I was driving into town, and found this little guy trying to cross the road. He’d climbed out of the ditch, and collapsed.” She swallowed hard and whispered. “I thought he was dead.”

      Troy pulled her into a side-armed hug and squeezed her shoulder.

      She leaned her head into his shoulder. “I didn’t know what to do. I don’t know anything about dogs, so I wrapped him in my sweatshirt and brought him into the car. I gave him some water and then I brought him to Phail General, and Troy.”

      Troy finished up the story. “We gave him a little of the food I keep in stock and more water. He ate and drank then lay down to sleep.”

      The dog lifted his head and looked up at Piper. Then he wriggled in her arms, and she laughed. “Hey, Oreo. Are you feeling better? This is Kimi. She’s going to check you over.”

      The dog wiggled again as Kimi expertly picked him up and cuddled him to her chest. His head immediately swiveled to check on Piper. She smiled and reached over to scratch him on the head. “It’s okay, Oreo. She’s going to take care of you.”

      Kimi nodded. “That I will. I’ll also check to see if he has a chip. There are no obvious injuries, so I hope he’s simply hungry and scared.”

      Piper gnawed on her lower lip, and Troy heard himself saying to Kimi. “You’ve got my number. Can you let me know?”

      Kimi nodded. “Will do.” She lifted the dog so they were at eye level. “Now, let’s have a look at all the things.” Then she turned and walked back into the clinic area of the barn.

      Piper heaved out a sigh and her eyes misted with tears before she blinked them back. “Okay. That’s good. I’m glad she’s going to help him.”

      Troy wondered if she was trying to convince herself of that. She’d seemed to bond with the dog and didn’t enjoy letting him go with Kimi. Hoping to bring back her smile, he gestured to the barn door. “Why don’t I take you for some lunch, and we can make a plan. Or would you rather head to the B&B? We can easily meet up tomorrow if that works better for you.”

      She blew out a breath and peeled her gaze off the clinic entrance. “Lunch sounds good. What kinds of restaurants do you have here?”

      Troy laughed as he pulled the barn door closed behind them and headed back to the car. “Restaurants might be a little grand for our town. My cousin Ginny owns the local eatery. The No Fail Diner.”

      Piper stumbled, and he steadied her with a hand. “Are you serious? One diner? And it has the word Fail in its name?”

      Her shock had him laughing. “I’m serious. Come on, you’ll love it.”

      Her expression told him she didn’t feel his confidence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Good Call

          

        

      

    

    
      Piper had half-convinced herself that Troy was pulling her leg about both the size of the town and the name of the diner. Now that she wasn’t concentrating on Oreo, she found out he’d been completely serious.

      The town didn’t have an online presence, so she’d had to picture it in her mind. It was much smaller than she’d expected. She’d lived her entire life in various suburbs of Chicago. While they’d been tiny compared to the city, they were exponentially larger than Phail. It would be like comparing Wrigley Field to the size of a baseball.

      The drive from out of town at Kimi’s to the diner took less than five minutes. She could barely lock up her apartment and reach street level in five minutes. “Maybe we should advertise short commute times.”

      Troy laughed as he parked behind his store. “Good starting point.”

      She got out of the car before Troy got to her door, which made him frown. Sexy man had a definite chivalrous side. After seeing his reaction, she wished she’d waited for him to open her door.

      The No Fail Diner sat on the same street as Phail General, along with Phail Phoods. It all made Piper smile. “Is this the main street in town?”

      Troy nodded and placed his hand on her lower back to guide her to the diner. “Sure is. Phail Way.”

      A laugh burst out of her. “Of course, it is. This town obviously has a good sense of humor.”

      Troy grinned as he held open the door. “Definitely. Wait until you see inside.”

      She tried to prepare herself, but whatever she might have expected, it wasn’t what she found. The No Fail Diner was laid out like most diners. A long counter. Booths along the window and side wall. A pass-through window to the kitchen where she could see the cook at work. Chalkboard menus.

      The details made it memorable, in its own bizarre way.

      The stools and the booths were covered in blue and green tartan. A huge crest decorated the side wall above the booths. What she thought were griffins surrounded a knight’s headpiece. The name Phail filled the banner at the bottom.

      The scents coming from the kitchen were at complete odds with the sights in the diner. Paprika, cumin, peppers. Not your typical Scottish fare.

      A woman behind the counter laughed and walked toward them. “I recognize that Did I drop through the looking glass? expression. Welcome to Phail and the No Fail Diner.”

      The woman was tall and had similar coloring to Troy, meaning she was likely the cousin he’d mentioned. He confirmed that with his words. “Hey Ginny, this is Piper Keenan. Piper, this is my cousin Ginny. She owns the diner and does all the baking.”

      Piper shook hands with her. “I love your place. And it smells like paradise.”

      Her eyes twinkled. “Manuel is an amazing cook. Have a seat. Can I bring you coffee or tea?” She indicated the smaller chalkboard with a surprising variety of tea.

      “I’ll have the decaf chai, please.”

      Ginny nodded, and Troy led Piper to a booth on the side wall where they could see everyone coming and going.

      Troy pointed at the menu. “Ginny closes up at three, so we have enough time to order and eat. Everything’s good.”

      The only diner in town closed at three o’clock. Looked like she’d have to check out what Phail Phoods had to offer to get her through the night.

      They’d need a restaurant or two in town if they wanted to bring in any tourists, but maybe the local economy couldn’t sustain that.

      Ginny brought over her tea and Troy’s coffee with a smile. “Manuel will make you up some takeout for later. Carl and Jim let guests use the B&B’s kitchen so you can heat it up. And your meals while you’re here are on the house.”

      Piper felt her mouth drop open. Again. Everything about this town was a surprise.

      Ginny laughed at her expression. “We’re hoping you can help us figure out how to grow our town. The least we can do is keep you from getting hungry.”

      “It sure smells tasty. I kind of want to try everything.”

      Ginny laughed again. “Perfect. Let me give free rein to Manuel, and I’ll bring it out when it’s ready.”

      Piper grinned at Troy. “Well, everyone in this town excels at the Welcome vibe.”

      “We’ve got good people here. Hard-working people who want to raise families and people who belong to families who’ve lived here for generations. But the lure of the big city is hard to combat. We want to know where to invest our money to ensure the town survives and grows.”

      Piper nodded. “I’ve done most of my work in urban settings, but there are lots of ideas that should cross over to small towns. Do you get tourists or visitors?”

      Ginny brought over a couple of platters for them to share. “Manuel is making you up a takeout box for tonight, too. Enjoy.”

      Troy thanked her and nodded at the food. “Why don’t we just enjoy this for now and then get you settled at the B&B. We can talk business later on.”

      Piper nodded and grabbed the nearest taco. She would have to do more research tonight on tiny towns because she didn’t have a clue where to start to help a town named Phail.
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        * * *

      

      Troy kept the topics light as they finished their meal. Piper looked adorably overwhelmed by everything that had happened since she’d found the little dog on the road. He figured she needed a break from thinking about anything heavy.

      They found out they shared a love of reading thrillers and country music. She also liked pop, while he preferred rock. Neither of them saw a lot of movies, but both liked anything fun. The fact that she shied away from sad movies didn’t surprise him at all. The way she’d treated the bulldog told him that.

      When they finally pushed away their plates, he figured he’d doubled her intake, but she’d held her own, even with the spicier varieties.

      “That was amazing. If this place was in Chicago, it would be jam-packed all day long.”

      Ginny cleared their plates. “I’ll pass the comment along to Manuel. Or maybe I won’t. I don’t want him to run away to the city.”

      From where Troy was sitting, he watched Manuel roll his eyes as he moved about the kitchen, cleaning it up for the end of the day.

      On the way out, Troy stuffed a twenty in the tip jar and introduced Piper to Josie Ellis and Nico Rivera, who were waiting for a takeout order. “They’re part of a group of people who live out at Midnight Lake, just down the road a bit.”

      Josie smiled at Piper. “Nice to meet you. We’re originally from Sacramento, but this place lured us away from the bright lights. You’re going to love it here.”

      Nico nodded. “You’ll have to get Troy to bring you out to the Midnight Lake lodge. We’ve got a lot of great things going on out there. Tansy and Joe Cheveyo inherited the lodge. She’s a scientist and inventor. Everything from space shuttle parts to holographic technology to robots who clean the lodge so we don’t have to.”

      Josie grinned. “She’s amazing. And the guys run a business called Midnight Security. They teach all kinds of skills for personal security and bodyguards. Troy here is an expert on communications.”

      Troy felt his skin heat. “Josie’s an incredible artist and has a studio out there.”

      Josie grinned. “And there’s a fire lab for our arson investigator. A woodworking shop where Aisling builds furniture. And a mechanic’s garage. The entire place is off the grid too. You’re welcome to visit anytime. You could stay for a few days if you like, there’s a ton of room.”

      He watched Piper’s eyes widen as the pair listed all the activity happening out at the lake. He hoped some of that gave her a better idea of the town and its potential.

      When they reached the street and turned toward her car, Piper shook her head. “My head is spinning. There’s a lot more to this area than meets the surface.”

      He agreed. “There is. And we’re getting more people visiting the area with the work at Midnight Lake. I’d like to attract another B&B owner at the very least. That would give the Midnight Security clients more places to stay.”

      When they reached her car, Troy held open her door once she unlocked it. “Would you like me to go with you to the B&B?”

      She nodded. “That would be great. I’m not up to another adventure figuring out the GPS.”

      That had him laughing. He was laughing a lot with this woman. “It’s only a couple of blocks from here. You wouldn’t need it, but this way, we’ll be sure you get settled in.”

      Troy walked around the car and got in the other side. When they arrived at the B&B only a minute later, Piper was grinning. “Definitely have to use the short commutes if you do any advertising.”

      Piper popped the trunk, and Troy moved to the back to grab her bags. It surprised him to find two large suitcases and a couple of duffel bags. That was a lot for a couple of weeks.

      As if reading his thoughts, Piper reached past the suitcases and grabbed one duffel. When he grabbed the suitcase, she shook her head. “I don’t need those. Just the duffels.”

      He grabbed the second one. “Anything else?”

      She shook her head. “Nope, this is all I’ll need.”

      He reached for the second duffle she carried, but she shook her head and moved to the door. “I’ve got it, thanks.”

      They climbed the steps to the wide wrap-around porch of the large Victorian house while he wondered about the suitcases in the trunk. Troy opened the door and they walked into the lobby. With Thanksgiving over, this wasn’t a prime season for the B&B. She might be the only guest, and he knew Jim and Carl would be thrilled to have her. They’d make her feel welcome.

      Sure enough, Carl bustled in from the kitchen, wearing oven mitts. The house smelled like chocolate, and Piper drew in a smiling breath.

      Carl slid off the oven mitts and held out his hand to shake. “Welcome. You must be Piper. I’m Carl. Welcome to Phail and to our B&B. I hope you’ll treat it like your home while you’re here.”

      Moisture filled Piper’s eyes before she blinked it away. She smiled back at Carl. “Thank you. You have a lovely home, and it smells like heaven.”

      Jim walked down the stairs and laughed. “My husband’s head is going to be too big to get through the door. Hello, Piper. I’m Jim. You’ve got the best room in the house, and it’s all set for you.” Then he walked to his husband and they exchanged a quick kiss.

      Jim looked at the takeout bag Manuel had sent along with her. “I see Ginny and Manuel took care of tonight’s supper. I can put that in the fridge for you. We’re more than happy for you to have your suppers with us while you’re here.”

      Carl nodded. “I’m cooking for us, anyway. Adding one more isn’t a problem.”

      “I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

      Carl laughed. “No trouble at all. We’ll all coordinate, and if Troy doesn’t have plans for you, then you’ll eat with us.”

      Troy knew exactly what plans he’d like to have with Piper, and he figured Carl was reading his mind. And probably trying out his matchmaking skills. The two were happy and wanted everyone else to find their partners as well. He hoped Piper didn’t spot the gleam in Carl’s eye as he looked between them.

      With a gentle look, Jim slid the duffel out of Piper’s hand. “I’ll take that for you. Why don’t we head up and get you settled? Are you two meeting up again later on?”

      Carl nodded for him. “I’m sure Troy would like to start showing you our lovely town, but I think you could use an hour or two of downtime after that drive and a chance to warm up. And then you’ll need the rest of the evening to catch your breath. I’ll get those shoes dried out for you. Do you have boots here? If not, I’m sure we can find someone with your size who has a pair you can borrow. You never know how much snow we’ll get here in December.”

      “I have boots in my back seat.”

      Jim took the keys from her hand and handed them to Troy. “Why don’t you get them for her and leave them here in the lobby? You can pick her up here tomorrow. Does that work for you both?”

      Piper nodded with wide eyes, and Troy grinned as he agreed. The couple had adopted Piper, and she’d be in excellent hands. He gave her a wave. “See you soon.”

      And he couldn’t wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            Don't Fail Me Now

          

        

      

    

    
      Flummoxed.

      Piper had read the word in books. She knew what it meant, but she’d never experienced the feeling before. She was completely and totally flummoxed by everything that had happened since she’d spotted the dog on the road.

      Over the past month, she’d had far more bad luck than good. She’d hoped for something different from this temporary job. It had been a chance to breathe, a chance to think about her next steps, and it appeared that it was going to be exactly that.

      While she’d always enjoyed living in Chicago, it now held far too many bad memories. She’d wanted something fresh and new, so she’d bought her first car, packed her life into it, and headed out on an adventure.

      She still didn’t have a clue what she would do after these two weeks were over, but she was going to take a break from the worry. For now, she would dive into this job and enjoy her time in Phail.

      How could she not?

      A kind, sexy man was her companion for the next two weeks. She was staying in a gorgeous room filled with tranquil blues and greys, and incredible furniture pieces that appeared to be antiques.

      Jim and Carl had shown her the amenities, pointing out the relaxing sitting room that included a giant fireplace, a baby grand piano, and comfy looking chairs and couches. And if her imagination had her thinking about cuddling on that couch with Troy, so be it. This was her time off from real life and if she wanted to fantasize, she would.

      While Jim had helped her settle in, Carl had arrived with a tray holding hot cocoa and a plate full of homemade chocolate chip cookies that were far too good to resist. They’d left her to have a nap and freshen up and told her to come down whenever she wished to enjoy the crackling fire.

      Her room had a shelf that contained a wide variety of books, and she found two she would enjoy and moved them to her nightstand.

      She moved to the windows to check the view. From one wall, she saw the street and other nearby homes. All well-kept and homey. From the other, she saw more houses, some empty lots, and an elderly couple walking hand in hand through the softly falling snow.

      It was peaceful and lovely and as far from Chicago as it might be possible to be.

      What view would her next home have? She’d never imagined anything but a big city. Her degree was in urban planning. She’d spent hours and hours dreaming of how to improve urban spaces.

      But after a half-dozen hours in Phail, she wondered if it might be time to try small town life.

      Here?

      What would she do for a job? In their communications, Troy had said the town couldn’t pay for an urban planner, and after seeing the size of the town, she believed him. She couldn’t expect these people to chip in from their own paychecks to pay her.

      And she was supposed to be shoving aside her worries for the week. Apparently, a straight month of nothing but worries made that difficult. Determined to focus on the positives of this cozy town, she changed into warm socks and curled up on the comfortable bed. She wrapped the throw around her and snuggled in for a moment. A nap sounded like an excellent idea.

      A while later, a soft knock on the door had her jerking awake. “Yes?”

      “It’s Jim. Sorry to disturb you, but you have a visitor downstairs. Actually, you have two visitors downstairs.”

      Visitors? That seemed highly unlikely, but she couldn’t imagine Jim making it up for his own amusement. She opened the door to find him smiling. He waved her to follow him and moved toward the stairs. When they reached the main room, he gestured to the chair by the fireplace.

      The veterinarian she’d met earlier sat in the chair with Oreo on her lap. When Kimi looked up, the dog followed suit. As soon as he spotted Piper, he yipped, jumped from Kimi’s lap, and galloped across the hardwood toward her.

      Piper dropped to her knees, and when the little guy reached her, she scooped him up. His little tongue reached out and licked her face. Laughing, she sat on the floor and cuddled him to her. “You’re okay.” She looked up at Kimi. “He is okay, isn’t he?”

      Kimi stood and crossed to them. She leaned down to scratch Oreo behind the ears, making his tail wag like it was on a motor. “He is just fine. He looks to be a purebred French bulldog, and he’ll need some extra TLC for a few days. Smaller meals, but more often than normal. Then he’ll need to have that slowly changed to a regular schedule. Nothing too major. I’ve left the instructions with Carl for you.”

      “For me?”

      Kimi nodded and picked up her coat from where it rested over the back of a couch. “Yes. I’ve also left a dog bed, a harness, and everything else you’ll need. I  stopped at Troy’s and picked up the bowls and food he’s already used.”

      Piper looked from the vet to the dog and back. “But he’s not my dog.”

      Kimi grinned at her. “He pouted after you left him with me. Kept looking at the door, waiting for you to return. When you walked in here, he reacted with joy. So did you.”

      “But I’m only here for two weeks. And I’m currently out of a job and living in my car.” That sounded pathetic. “Until I find my next job and place.”

      Kimi smiled and buttoned up her coat. “We’ll figure that part out later. For now, he needs some care and recovery time. You can provide that. He’s been well trained, but there’s no chip. I’ve put out notices on social media and to vets in surrounding towns.”

      “But…” Piper’s voice trailed off. She wasn’t even sure what she wanted to say.

      Kimi tilted her head. “Some idiot probably chucked him into the ditch, and left him there to die because he got tired of taking care of him.”

      Piper’s arms tightened around Oreo, and he wiggled up to lick her again.

      Kimi nodded. “Happens a lot on quiet country roads. I’d like to do the same to some humans and see how they like it. Jim and Carl are fine with dogs staying here, and this guy can stay with them when you’re out. French bulldogs make excellent house and apartment dogs. They don’t need much exercise and are quiet and friendly. He’s taken to you and I can see that you’ve taken to him. But if you really don’t want him with you while you’re here, I’ll take him back. No problem.”

      Piper blew out a breath and thought about losing touch with her little buddy again. A soft snore told her he’d drifted off again, and she couldn’t resist dropping a kiss on his head.

      Kimi laughed. “That’s what I thought. I left instructions with the guys and they have my number. Text me if you need anything. Have fun.”

      And the woman whirled out with a flourish.

      Piper patted the sleeping dog and was surprised at the connection she felt. She’d never had a pet. She and her parents had always lived in apartments that didn’t allow pets.

      She didn’t know the first thing about caring for a dog, but she would figure it out. Especially seeing as the vet had left instructions.

      “What do you think, Oreo? Do you want to be my dog for now?”

      Oreo wiggled into a more comfortable position and kept snoring.

      She kept patting him and smiled. “I’ll take that as a yes.” Looked like she had a dog. At least temporarily.

      Phail was proving to be full of surprises. Good ones for a change.
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon, Troy walked in the front door of the B&B and heard laughter coming from the kitchen. He left his snowy boots along with the backpack he’d brought in the lobby, and followed the happy sounds.

      When he heard a dog yip, he picked up the pace and swung through the door to find Piper and Jim on the floor, playing with the little dog she’d found on the side of the road.

      Carl waved at him and gestured for him to come in and sit at the counter with him, watching the other humans play with the dog and a ball.

      Piper looked up at him with the widest smile he’d seen yet. “Hi. Kimi dropped Oreo off here for me to take care of while I’m in town. Jim and Carl have talked me down from complete panic.”

      He grinned. “You don’t look like you’re in much of a panic to me.” In fact, she looked happier than the day before, although there were still shadows in her eyes. Obviously, she’d had a good night’s sleep and her stress levels had dropped.

      She shrugged. “They’re pretty good at this.”

      Troy laughed. She was absolutely right. These two didn’t panic easily or often. Never, as far as he could remember. They were as steady a pair as Troy had ever seen. “So Kimi figured you were the one to take care of your Oreo.”

      She nodded. “I’ve never had a dog. Or any pet. She left instructions, but I’m still nervous. I read up on French Bulldogs last night, but what if I mess up?”

      He smiled at Jim and Carl. “You’ve got good backups in place. You’ll be fine. Oreo certainly seems to think so. Do you still want to take a tour of the town or would you rather stay here with your new guy? Things can wait another day.” The disappointment he felt at the thought of canceling surprised him. Piper Keenan intrigued him far more than she should.

      She gnawed her bottom lip again and looked at the dog. “What do you say, Oreo? Would you like to go for a walk?” Then she glanced up at Troy. “Would that be okay?”

      Troy nodded while Oreo bounced over to her and licked her hand. Piper laughed. “Apparently, he knows the word walk. Kimi brought him a little coat, along with a harness. How about we try it and see how it goes? I don’t know how far his little legs can go, though.”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      The little bulldog proved he could trot along at a good pace as they left the B&B and walked to the corner to turn onto Phail Way. The tiny blue plaid coat he wore made Troy grin every time he looked down at him.

      When they turned the corner, he shifted into tour guide mode. “Jim and Carl’s B&B is on the south end of town. There are quite a few side streets that come off Phail Way and turn into quiet residential neighborhoods. Most of the houses are typical middle-class homes. We’ve got a mix of styles depending on when they were built. Sadly, a lot of people have moved away, and many homes are sitting empty.”

      “Why did people leave?”

      Troy shrugged. “Mostly for better-paying jobs and wider opportunities. I want to build the town in ways that give people more opportunities to stay. And I’d like to create something that makes the town unique.”

      Piper nodded beside him as Oreo examined some bushes. “Do you have any ideas in that direction already?”

      Troy shook his head. “Not really. Tansy and Joe, who own the Midnight Lake property, have cousins in a town called Bloo Moose. The town has a boardwalk along the edge of the town and the lake. And they have these huge moose statues along the boardwalk and in front of some businesses. The moose wear costumes and hold gear appropriate to the businesses.”

      Piper laughed. “That sounds amazing. I’ll look that up and see if we can get some ideas from their town. Indoor and outdoor gathering spaces are good ways to build community within an area. Do you have anything like that here already?”

      Troy shook his head. “No. And we don’t have an obvious point of interest yet. If we can develop some ideas for that, it would be a great starting point.”

      She gave him a small smile. “Any inclination to change the town's name to something with a happier connotation?”

      That made him smile. “Nope. My ancestors named it, and I won’t be the one to tell them they didn’t do a good job.”

      “I figured it must be something like that, but I had to ask.”

      “We have a good sense of humor about the name, so it’s got to stick.”

      She nodded as they walked along. He enjoyed walking and chatting with this woman who interested him. Even if he didn’t plan to follow through on the feelings, it was nice.

      He pointed out the doctor’s office and yoga studio, along with the firehall and the nearby I-Phail water tower. That had her laughing. “I see you’re right about the sense of humor. That’s definitely something to work with.”

      Across the street were a few empty buildings that had once been businesses. He hated the reminder that the town had seen better days and that he couldn’t do anything to stop it.

      They’d almost reached Phail General when Oreo barked twice. He circled the sidewalk and promptly curled up into a ball. Piper squatted down to pat the little dog. “Are you trying to tell me that’s enough of a walk for you?”

      Her voice held amusement, not annoyance. Another check in the plus column, as if the woman needed any more. There were already too many for Troy’s peace of mind.

      Piper scooped up Oreo and bundled him in her arms. The dog sighed happily and promptly fell asleep.

      Snow had been falling on and off most of the day and it started up again as they turned back to the B&B. She smiled at Troy. “I can find my way back if you have something else to do.”

      His head shake was automatic. “Not a chance.” He unzipped his jacket. “Why don’t you put Oreo in here? He’s not huge, but he’ll be heavy for you after a bit.”

      She unclipped his harness and they popped the dog into the warm space between Troy’s body and the jacket. And if he enjoyed Piper’s hands on him in the most innocent of ways, it couldn’t be helped.

      Oreo squirmed a bit and then stuck his head out of the front, making Piper laugh again. “Look at how cute you are? Do you like being snuggled up with Troy?”

      Her cheeks immediately flushed, and her mouth rounded as she caught the innuendo in her words. Troy liked both the innuendo and her reaction. He wanted nothing more than to lean down and capture that pretty mouth in a kiss, but he refrained for all the reasons he’d been listing all day.

      He was paying for this woman’s expertise. He needed her help and had asked her to come to town for a job. Starting up something with her in those circumstances would make him a creep.

      Why did it have to be this woman who made him want more?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            Prepare To Phail

          

        

      

    

    
      Piper slowed her steps as they walked back to the B&B. The man snuggling her temporary dog to his chest fascinated her. He was intelligent, kind, and sexier than any man she’d spent time with. She wanted to extend that time, even if she didn’t plan to take things further. She wasn’t a woman who could jump into sex without investing her heart.

      Her heart might be softening for Troy, but her head couldn’t forget she was only in Phail for two weeks.

      Piper turned back to face the way they’d come, forcing herself to focus on the job. Troy stopped beside her, but didn’t question her movements.

      From here, she could see most of Phail Way. The street was pretty straight because the town had settled in a flat space between the mountains. Stores and buildings lined the street along with some trees. She wondered if the businesses put out flower pots or planters in the summer.

      They could hang banners from the light posts to celebrate different town events. At this point, there weren’t any Christmas decorations or ornaments on the trees either. There’d been a few in the windows as they’d walked along the street, but something outdoors would be better. Something that celebrated the season at least. “People who live in Vermont aren’t afraid of winter.”

      Troy laughed. “Definitely not.”

      “And I’d guess most of them like it, or at least like something about it.”

      “Yep.”

      But she didn’t see anything to reflect that. That was definitely something to add to her idea list. Asking everyone to put a snowman in their display would be an easy way to create some fun cohesion in the town.

      Once they had a town website, they could have a section telling tourists what to search for in every business window during different months. Spot the snowman. Who has the most hearts in their window? Can you spot the purple leprechaun hiding in town? Find a dozen different flowers. Or Phlowers with a Ph? Nope, that would be too much.

      She felt Troy’s eyes on her, felt his curiosity. That shouldn’t be true, but it was.

      His gruff voice confirmed her thoughts. “What are you thinking?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “Not yet. I prefer the ideas to coalesce into some kind of plan before I share.”

      It surprised her how many ideas were already swirling. She could use the same kinds of ideas she’d used to build communities in smaller urban neighborhoods. Things to remind people they were connected to each other. Ways to remind community members and visitors alike that they had more commonalities than differences. Ideas to pull the town together visually. That often led to even more connections.

      For now, she gestured to the street. “Tell me what the street would look like in the summer. What would I see beneath the snow?”

      Troy moved to her side and studied the view with her. “Obviously, there’d be less snow. But there would still be too many empty buildings.”

      His tone conveyed his sadness at the empty buildings. At the obvious symbol of how many people had moved away. Troy cared deeply about his town.

      Could she use those empty spaces somehow? Change at least a few of the visual reminders that the town wasn’t thriving. The people needed daily reminders that this was a great place. She would have to build confidence in them that the town not only could thrive, but that it would.

      Belief and confidence were powerful. Strange that it was a town named Phail that reminded her of that. Her own self-belief and confidence had taken a beating over the past month. Time to turn that around.

      Troy talked about the buildings and the people, but didn’t mention flower pots or banners or anything coordinated throughout the town. She didn’t want to talk about those yet. She wanted to get his ideas of where the town stood now. Although some ideas of how that town had thrived in the past would be good as well.

      Oreo yipped and stuck his head out of Troy’s jacket. She’d forgotten about her new friend. Forgotten that she was responsible for him. She reached over and stroked his ears. “Hey there. I forgot you were with us.”

      Troy laughed. “New dog ownership takes some getting used to.”

      Very true. But seeing her buddy warmed her heart. “Do you want to try walking again? Or are you too cozy in there?” She would be very happy to be cozied in with Troy like that. Thankfully, she didn’t say any of that out loud.

      Oreo squirmed and Troy laughed again. “Okay, buddy. We’ll get you out. Hang on.”

      Piper put her hands in his jacket and lifted Oreo out, trying to ignore the brush of her fingers against Troy’s chest.

      To cover her flush, she brought the dog up to her face. He licked her and circled his feet in the air. “You are too cute, Oreo.” Giving this little guy back to his family was going to rip her in bits.

      She clipped his leash into place, then set him back onto the snow. He raced to the edge of the sidewalk and plunged his head into the bank. He pulled it out almost immediately and danced in a happy circle.

      Troy bent down to scratch him between the ears. “You might be the happiest creature I’ve ever met.”

      They turned their steps back to the B&B and she turned her attention back to her job. “Do you have any idea how I could get some photos of what the town looked like before? I searched on the internet when I was still in Chicago, but I couldn’t find anything.”

      He nodded. “The town’s not big enough to get much of a mention on the internet. But I did think of that. In fact, I left something at the B&B that might be just what you’re looking for.”

      “That’s amazing. It appears that we’re in sync.”

      Troy grinned. “I like the sound of that.”

      So did she. Maybe a little too much.
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        * * *

      

      Troy wanted to ask questions about the ideas whirling in Piper’s head, but he respected her process instead. She was the expert, and he’d have to wait until she was ready to share.

      That thought made him smile. He had plenty of ideas of what and how they could share. The woman was totally appealing. She’d taken on a dog even though she’d never had one.

      Her eyes took in all the details of the area as they walked, reminding him this wasn’t a date. She was working. Her gaze moved from sidewalks to store fronts to empty buildings to street lamps to people.

      He wondered how differently she saw things. Phail had always been home to Troy. When he’d been overseas, memories of Phail had sustained him during the difficult days.

      The people mostly, but the places too. He knew every street, every home, every business. He knew who liked coffee and who preferred tea. When someone needed help, he knew who would chip in with ways to make things better.

      Even far from home, he could imagine the friendly banter in the No Fail Diner. The scent of Ginny’s cinnamon buns and Fiona’s homemade breads over in her store. The sight of fresh snow covering everything in a layer of magic. The rivers and creeks freezing enough for everyone to skate.

      Tourists wouldn’t see the heart of Phail. They would see the empty buildings, the obvious signs of a town not in its prime.

      Attracting people and business meant showcasing that heart. The way Piper had been studying the area with a smile, he hoped she had some ideas how to achieve that.

      Excitement was building in him. Hope. Hiring Piper might turn out to be his best move ever.

      The little bulldog led the way down the street, stopping every few feet to shove his face into a snowbank, and making them both laugh.

      Piper grinned up at him. “Do all dogs do that?”

      Troy shrugged. “No idea.”

      “He doesn’t have much fur. I didn’t expect him to like snow so much.”

      Troy nodded. “He’s having a blast. Look at that tail wag. Maybe Kimi’s wrong and he’s really a mutant variety of husky.”

      Her laugh and obvious joy in the dog filled Troy with warmth. When they arrived back at the B&B, they dried Oreo’s paws with a towel Jim or Carl had left in the foyer.

      Troy picked up his backpack and they moved into the main room of the B&B. A fire crackled and popped in the fireplace. Jazzy Christmas music played softly through the speakers. A romantic
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