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Synopsis

Samantha Casey has been burned by love. She’s
determined to remain single and keep a safe distance from any and
all female temptations. Her plan is derailed when Jessica Walker
strikes a barter deal with her that includes dinner together every
night for a month. Jessica’s never been in love, but her sights are
set on Sam. Night after night, in the face of Jessica’s beauty and
hopefulness, Sam’s resolve weakens.

They live in a time long after peak oil. The climate
has permanently shifted, and storms rise quickly and with
vengeance. One such storm descends on Sam’s farm and Jessica has to
spend the night, forcing them to face their feelings for each
other.

After the storm, Jessica is on her way home when a
man who’s been stalking her sets up an ambush. Can Sam find them in
time to rescue Jessica and allow true love to rescue her?
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Chapter One

Samantha Casey climbed out of bed, slipped into worn
cotton trousers, and pulled on a threadbare flannel shirt. At this
early morning hour, the house was cold, quiet, and dark. She
shivered and moved quickly to grab the sweater draped across a
straight-backed chair. Her cold-numbed toes banged painfully
against a corner of the nightstand.

“Damn it all to hell!” She danced on one leg, holding
her throbbing digits in both hands. She dropped her foot, forced an
arm through the old cardigan that had been the reason for her
injury, and limped into the kitchen.

Not only was the house dark and cold, it was also
empty. Very empty. She struck a match and held it to tinder inside
the old wood stove. The flame caught and she tossed the match in
and withdrew her hand. Sam leaned against the counter behind her
and waited for the fire in the stove to catch.

While she waited for the fire to build, she pulled on
wool socks.

The daily ritual of life on the farm offered small
comfort to Sam. Structure brought order and some measure of meaning
where she currently only felt futility. It had been six months
since Helen left her. Was it six? She counted off the weeks in her
head. It had been almost seven months since Helen had left, and she
was no closer to understanding why. Well, that wasn’t completely
true. Helen wouldn’t be the first person she’d known to fall prey
to the myth that the cloud cities had open positions for hire and
were recruiting. But it was a myth, like Bigfoot, like true love,
because Sam had never known the residents of the cloud cities to
give a damn about anyone on the ground. Except for Audrey. But that
really had nothing to do with the ruling elite.

Sam had watched impotently as Helen had carried two
bags out of the house and thrown them into the buckboard where Gary
sat waiting on the bench seat. They’d brought Gary on to help with
structural repairs to their barn, a task that Sam couldn’t handle
alone. Helen was never any good with carpentry or tools so Gary had
been a bothersome necessity.

Had she missed signs that Helen was unhappy?
Probably. She’d wracked her memory to try to conjure up instances
where she should have been paying attention, but for the life of
her, Sam couldn’t see clearly when things had started to go wrong.
They never fought. And while sex had become more irregular, there
seemed to be affection between them. Gary was only on the place for
a month when Helen announced she was leaving with him.

Sam had set the kettle on the stove and now it was
whistling at her to pay attention. Dammit. She was angry and
had nowhere to put her anger. She wanted to punch something. Or
someone. She should have punched Gary while she had the chance.

She poured a cup of tea and limped out onto the rough
boards of the porch in sock feet to greet the sunrise.

*

Spring had given way to summer, so by midday it would
be warm, but at the moment it was chilly. Jessica Walker pulled her
light cotton sweater more tightly around her shoulders.

Jessica stepped off the long plank porch of the
central open market building that stood amidst a cluster of
structures along the main road in the village. Theirs was a barter
community, so Jessica had just finished trading some eggs for salt,
sugar, and a small amount of coffee. Their family was luckier than
some. They had plenty of eggs to share. They had a few cows
producing milk and acres planted for harvest and canning, plenty of
goods to barter for whatever else they might need.

For the past month, Jessica and her brother, Matthew,
had been managing their family’s farm. Their uncle had suffered a
stroke requiring that their parents travel to help with her aunt
and uncle’s small ranch while her uncle recovered. If he
recovered.

She was sorry for her aunt and uncle, but she
realized during her parents’ absence that she was enjoying the
autonomy of managing the house on her own. This further reinforced
the feeling she’d been having that she wanted to have her own
place. She was ready to fall in love and start her life. But with
whom? Options were limited locally. Even more so now that Cole had
settled into a relationship with Audrey. Jessica was happy for
Cole, but at the same time she couldn’t help wondering about what
might have been had things worked out differently.

Jessica was probably ten minutes into her walk back
to her family’s farm when she sensed someone was following her. She
looked over her shoulder.

John Saunders was a few strides behind her, gaining
on her. She made an attempt to ignore him, but he caught up and
matched her pace.

“Hi there, Jessica.”

“Hi, John.” He looked scruffy, with a few days of
beard growth on his face. His clothes were mostly clean, albeit a
bit rumpled. No matter what he looked like, his demeanor always
made Jessica uncomfortable so she was in no mood to walk with him.
Today, or ever.

“Mind if I walk you home?” He edged closer and she
walked faster. He matched her change in speed.

“Thank you, but I’d prefer to walk alone.”

“Don’t be that way. I like you, Jessica. Why won’t
you ever let me spend any time with you?”

“Listen, John, I just don’t like you in that way. I’m
trying to be nice, but we’re just not right for each other,
okay?”

John captured her arm so that she was forced to pull
up to a stop and look at him. “Jessica, I’ve been really patient
and still you won’t even give me a chance.”

“You’re hurting my arm.” Jessica tried to pull away
from him, but he held firm. They were too far away from the village
for anyone to hear her if she screamed. Surely it wouldn’t come to
that, but John was making her uneasy. He seemed different today,
more intense than usual. Why he had decided to make her the object
of his attraction she had no idea. More than once, she’d rebuffed
him and even her brother had told John to back off. Nothing seemed
to be working. If he thought he could eventually wear her down due
to lack of other options he was sorely mistaken. She would never be
that desperate.

“I’m going to walk you home.”

“I said no, John. Let me go.”

“I think if you’d just give me a chance you’d see how
good this could be.” John had a hand on each arm now and was
pulling her close. He was a good bit larger than she was so it was
impossible for her to fight him off if he really forced himself on
her. He’d never been this vehement before. Jessica began to feel
panic constrict her chest.


Chapter Two

It was late morning by the time Sam got the wagon
loaded and departed her small homestead. She was enjoying the slow
rocking of the bench seat over the dirt road, cataloging her to-do
list when, she rounded a bend in the road and noticed two figures
up ahead. One of them looked like Jessica Walker, but who was the
fellow? Something didn’t look right about the way the two of them
were interacting. She snapped the reins and the wagon lurched as
the horse broke into a trot. As she drew closer, she recognized the
man as John Saunders. She didn’t like John. They’d had words more
than once at the old mill when he’d been running the grist. She
knew enough about him to know he thought women should only couple
with men, and that was enough for her to know she didn’t care for
his kind.

“Whoa.” Sam brought the wagon to a stop beside
them.

Jessica pushed against John and he dropped his hands
to his sides. He frowned at Sam, his eyes partially hidden beneath
dark bushy eyebrows.

“Hello there.” Sam dropped the reins loosely against
the front of the wagon.

“Hi, Sam.” Jessica took a quick step away from John,
glancing back at him as she casually laid a hand on the buckboard
and looked up. “Nice morning, isn’t it?” Her white-knuckled grip
told a different story.

 “It’s getting a little warm for walking. Can I
offer you a ride somewhere?”

“Yes, thank you.” Jessica reached for Sam’s extended
hand and climbed up onto the seat beside her.

Sam took a moment to appreciate the way Jessica
looked in her fitted white shirt, her straight, light brown hair
almost touching her shoulders swung from side to side as she
climbed up into the wagon. She shifted close to Sam as she placed
the basket she was carrying into her trouser-clad lap. Somehow,
Jessica made simple cotton trousers look pretty.

John didn’t say anything as Sam glared at him and
snapped the reins. He stood in the dust of the roadside, watching
as a brisk trot quickly put distance between him and the wagon.
Still, Jessica checked over her shoulder more than once. After a
few moments Sam finally asked, “Are you okay?”

 “Yeah, I’m fine, thank you.”

“Was he bothering you?”

“Yes. I’m grateful that you came along when you did.
He just wouldn’t leave and he wouldn’t take no for an answer.”
Jessica set the basket on the floorboard at her feet and nervously
rubbed her hands on her thighs. “Truthfully, he scared me a
little.”

“Hey, it’s okay. You’re okay now.” Impulsively, Sam
reached an arm around Jessica’s shoulders to reassure her. When
Jessica smiled at her she quickly withdrew her arm.

Jessica noticed that Sam seemed suddenly
self-conscious. Why was it that the people she didn’t want touching
her couldn’t keep their hands to themselves and the people she
wouldn’t mind touching her were too shy to do so?

They rode in silence for a few moments before Jessica
noticed the piece of furniture nestled on blankets in the wagon
behind them. It looked like a chest, made of some warm colored
wood, with intricately carved patterns along the trim just under a
hinged lid.

“Is that yours?” She realized right away that was a
dumb question, because it was obviously in Sam’s wagon. “I mean,
what is that?”

“That’s a hope chest I made for Hannah’s baby,
Emma.”

“You made that?” Of course she did. Jessica had seen
chairs and tables that Sam had brought to the village for barter.
But she’d never seen anything with such delicate carvings.

“Yeah, I put a little extra into this piece because
it’s for Hannah’s baby girl. Hopefully, it’ll have meaning for her
as she grows up, no pun intended.”

Jessica thought about the notion of being hopeful,
for a hope chest, and that inspiration gave her an idea.

“What would someone have to barter to get a piece
like that?”

“Someone? Like who?”

“Someone like me.”

“Well now, I don’t know exactly.” Sam gave her a
sideways glance, as if sizing her up. “What do you have to offer in
trade?”

Jessica considered the question. “I can cook.”

“Really?”

“I could come over and cook for you every day until
it was finished.” As soon as Jessica made the offer, she began to
second-guess herself. What if it took a month to make a hope chest
of this quality? If that was the case, then she’d just offered to
spend every day for a month with Sam. At first, the idea stressed
her out, but the more she rolled it over in her head the more she
began to like the idea. Sam was a little bit older than she was,
but she wore her age extremely well. Sam was easy on the eyes in
that casual butch sort of way. Her hair was dark brown and shaggy,
hanging just long enough to brush the top of her collar. Her warm
brown eyes were framed with laugh lines; white in the creases no
doubt from squinting into the sun while working outdoors. She was
studying Sam’s strong, broad hands as they held the reins when
Sam’s voice pulled her attention back to their conversation.

“Would you cook dinners? I think I can manage
breakfast and lunch, but having some food cooked for dinner when
I’m done with farming and the woodworking, well, that would
definitely be worth the trade.”

“Really?” Jessica felt her heart skip a beat.

“Yeah, really.” They were just pulling up in front of
Jessica’s house when Sam extended her hand. “We’ll shake on it, and
you have yourself a deal.”

Jessica took Sam’s hand, and it seemed to her that
they held on to
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