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A NOTE FROM ROCHELLE

 

Dear Reader,

Welcome to Fortuna, Texas where the men read romance. This sizzling romantic comedy is set in the small town of Fortuna. You can read this as a standalone, but Jasen Delay is introduced in The Double D Ranch. 

Municipal Liaisons is based on a dream I had about Jasen. And, believe it or not, I dreamed of him and Fortuna a few years before Jessie and her novel-hoarding grandmother.

Michaela is from Cincinnati like me. It was fun to throw all things Cincy—like the chili—into the story.

If you’d like more of the Fortuna Dare Society men’s book club, please read Brad.

Thank you and happy reading!

~Rochelle



















WARNING!

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

View at your own risk.




Chapter One

Jasen


Jasen Delay held onto the "oh shit" handle as B.J. Johnson bumped over the primitive road. "You aren't staying on the trail," Jasen yelled over the blaring country music as the truck hit a jaw-jarring rut. 


Turning down the radio, B.J. said, "Relax." Both hands gripping the wheel, he smirked and jerked it, riding halfway on the dirt track.


"That's a little tough to do when every other second I'm catching air," Jasen growled. 


The truck jolted to a stop and the pile of romance novels between them toppled to the floor. B.J. faced Jasen. "Look. You need to lighten up. This isn't a county-maintained road with lines or rules. It's a field. Cows shit in it."


Jasen huffed, crossing his arms. When had he last relaxed? Not since the flood. He sighed and peered out at the tall nodding grass.


B.J. raised an eyebrow. "Feeling more confident, are we?"


"No."


"Yeehaw!" B.J. whooped, flooring it. Jasen's forehead smacked the side window. 


Jasen gasped and seized the handle again. They abandoned the trail and trekked west, flinging dirt clods and trailing a plume of dust.


"What are you, a hick?" Jasen teased.


B.J.'s brow crinkled. "I know you are, but what am I?"


"Prick," Jasen mumbled with a grin.


"I'm rubber and you're glue. Whatever you say bounces off me and sticks to you."


"You're a rubber?" Jasen asked, then laughed when B.J.'s mouth dropped open but nothing came out. "Wow. You're speechless.”


"It was the visualization."


Jasen chuckled. "Whatever, asshat."


“Chicken," B.J. muttered.


"Sticks and stones, dude. Sticks and stones." Jasen said, shifting his bag. B.J.'s footfalls followed him toward the fire.


"Hey, Parker," Jasen said to the used car salesman as he unfolded a chair. He sat his backpack on the seat and picked up the tent box. On it, a family smiled as they posed before the perfect tent. He turned the box and swallowed. The blond woman reminded him of his deceased wife, Dee.


"Do you and B.J. want to put the tent up while I get dinner going?" Parker Ford asked. 


"Sure, how hard can it be?" Jasen said.


B.J. pierced Parker with a brooding stare. "You don't like me, do you?” 


Jasen slugged B.J. in the arm, making Parker chuckle. The large man continued setting out his supplies.


"Come on, Jase," B.J. said then ran his fingers through his thick, dark hair.


"Sure, let's get it done before Brad gets here." Jasen nodded and opened the box flap, pulling out the instructions. 


B.J. carried the box away from the fire pit, stopping at a flat spot. Jasen bumped into him. "Watch it."


"Out of my way," Jasen said, waving.


Ignoring him, B.J. said, "What do you think of this place?"


Jasen circled around B.J. He'd never camped, let alone set up a tent. "Looks good to me."


B.J. dumped the contents then handed Jasen a small pouch with the metal stakes. The wad of polyester material sounded like a trash bag as B.J. unfolded it. Jasen glanced at the waning sun. B.J. handed Jasen a pole in pieces. "Put that together." Kneeling, B.J. huffed as he worked on one of his own.


"Should the door face the fire?" Jasen asked.


B.J. glanced at Jasen. "Do I look like I know outdoor feng shui?"


Jasen shrugged and turned the tent so the door opened toward the fire. B.J. took the poles and threaded them through sleeves. "Is it supposed to be crooked?"


B.J. tilted his head. "It's not if you look at it from this angle." He chuckled and extended his hand palm up. "Hit me."


Jasen slugged him in the arm.


"You hit like my grandma." B.J. said, but frowned and rubbed the spot. "I meant with a stake."


"Are you a vampire?" Jasen laughed and opened the cinched sack. He handed a stake to B.J.


"Yeah, love bites, and I'm a cold-hearted bastard."


A truck pulled in next to the other vehicles, and Brad Davidson emerged. He offered a wave before joining Parker and Forrest Greene at the fire.


"Jasen's hands might have grown soft being mayor," Parker yelled.


"Hey," Jasen tossed back. "We'll see if those potholes on your street get fixed now."


Arms in the air, Parker wiggled his fingers. "Ew. I'm so afraid."


"Shut up and keep working," B.J. said, struggling to push a pole into a slot.


"That looks wrong," Jasen said as B.J. dropped the ill-fitting pole.


"Son of a bitch, Jasen. Just hand me the damned thing,” B.J. growled unseen from the other side of the lopsided tent.


Jasen shot back, "That's not where it goes."


Brad glanced at the long pole in Jasen's hand. "B.J.'s right."


"Thanks, Brad," B.J. grinned.


"Don't thank me. I'm here to make sure the tent gets pitched before it's time to leave." Brad stuck his hands in his front pockets.


As they finished, headlights panned the field. "Canon should set up the other one because he's late," Jasen suggested.


Brad, B.J., and Jasen walked toward Canon Berns' black truck. Canon hopped out with a large toothy grin. "Howdy, y'all. I've got coolers with beer." He lowered the gate of his truck and slid a blue cooler toward them.


“Grab a handle," B.J. told Jasen. They each heaved a side and carried it toward the fire pit. "What the hell did Canon pack in here? It's almost as heavy as a tote full of books."


"Wimp.” Jasen pulled the handle, making B.J. stumble sideways a few steps.


B.J. countered, pulling then pushing the handle. "Wuss."


Jasen's knee buckled, but he caught himself. They sat the cooler down, and Jasen plopped into the chair, shaking his arms.


"Jerk,” Jasen grumbled.


"Asshole," B.J. muttered.


With Canon's arrival, they could finally start the proceedings. At twenty-five Canon was the youngest member of the book club. He was perpetually late, although his job as a firefighter was sometimes the reason.


Forrest stretched his legs out as he lounged in a folding chair, staring at the flames. Parker stirred the pot, and Jasen's stomach rumbled. Brad accompanied Canon who carried a second cooler as if filled with helium. 


Jasen cleared his throat. "Now that we're all here—" 


"What's the status of the food?" Canon asked, opening the lid of the cooler. Jasen glared at Canon. The young firefighter hastily pulled out a bottle of beer, offering it to Brad.


B.J. crossed his arms and said, "Age before beauty."


"I've earned it, you whipper-snapper." Brad took the beer and twisted off the cap. He settled into a seat and raised his beer as Canon handed out bottles to the other guys. They likewise lifted their drinks. 


"To my mother Undine Love-Davidson and her freakish book-hoarding tendencies. May the good Lord give her a big mansion with thousands of books.” Brad clinked Forrest's water bottle then continued around the circle, tapping everyone amongst a chorus of cheers and here-heres.


Jasen sipped the cool beer.


Parker returned to the cast-iron kettle and as he stirred the delectable spicy smell wafted over the group.


"Now that we're all here—" Jasen said, narrowing his gaze at the latest arrival. Canon seemed to shrink under his scrutiny. 


Parker sniffed the pot, closed his eyes, and grinned, "Soup’s on."


Canon jumped to his feet. "Awesome! What can I do to help?"


"Get the fixin's out of the cooler," Parker said, pulling bowls out of a canvas bag. He handed one to Brad, then Forrest.


Jasen waited his turn. He had been looking forward to tasting the award-winning recipe since Parker had won the Nockerville chili cook-off. His stomach rumbled again, and he clenched it.


B.J. received his bowl and took a tentative bite. He picked up his beer and gulped.


"Too hot for you?" Jasen teased as Parker handed him a bowl. Jasen spooned in a mouthful. Flavor exploded, and he closed his eyes, moaning. "God, Parker this is fabulous. Holy cow."


"Mm-hmm," Canon agreed, holding out his bowl for more.


"Damn. How did you eat that so fast?" B.J. asked.


"He's not a pansy like you," Forrest said, shoveling in a spoonful.


B.J.'s jaw dropped, then he scowled. He took a large spoonful. Shifting the food around in his mouth, his face turned red. He finally swallowed. He lifted his bottle to his lips and chugged, then wiped his sweaty brow.


The men laughed. Parker ladled his chili and joined them. After the meal, Canon collected the trash while Parker unveiled a surprise.


"Lisa made these special for y'all. I hope you don't like them so there's more for me." Parker passed the homemade cookies.


Jasen moaned again, grateful Parker's wife could bake.


"Geez, Jasen you eat too much processed food," Forrest said. He nibbled a cookie, echoing Jasen's moan.


"I know, right?" Canon replied, swiping another cookie as the plate passed.


"Please give Lisa my compliments. These are excellent,” Brad said, raising a cookie.


Parker smiled with obvious pride. "I'll be sure to tell her."


"How are you two doing?" Forrest asked.


Jasen stopped chewing and glanced toward Parker, then met B.J.'s gaze. Parker and Lisa had been on the brink of divorce until the romance reading fad had offered them a second chance at love. Now the Fords were the envy of the town. Parker acted out scenes from the novels, granting Lisa's fantasies.


Parker shifted backward. "Well, she's good. She recently discovered the books at city hall."


"Oh God," Jasen groaned, covering his hot face with his hands. Located near his office, the bookshelf housed the BDSM romances. When the Fortuna citizens mentioned the "mayor's books,” Jasen couldn't help getting defensive.


Forrest inched forward. "Ivy has asked me about that stash of books too. Any luck?"


Parker chuckled and waved his hand. "A little. My suggestion is: let her pick something."


Jasen extended his hands. "I know you don't believe me, but just for the record, those novels are not in my office. I'll state once again I didn't ask to have a bookshelf or the BDSM books placed there."


"Says you." B.J. smirked and leaned back as he crossed his arms. 


Jasen clenched his teeth. He shot his hand out and pushed B.J.'s chair next to his shoulder. Wide-eyed, B.J. gasped as he flailed his arms and legs, trying to right himself in utter futility. He landed with a satisfying thump and a small cloud of dust. 


Jasen bit his tongue to hold back a laugh then popped another cookie into his mouth. B.J. jumped to his feet, red-faced and fists balled.


Brad motioned for B.J. to sit. "What are we going to read next?" 


Forrest glanced toward the sky as if counting the stars.


"How about historical?" Jasen suggested. They hadn't read it in a while.


"Bodice rippers," B.J. guffawed.


"You like them," Jasen declared with a triumphant grin.


"Yes, you do, B.J. I've seen them in your office," Forrest said, pointing at him. 


It was true. B.J.'s small office at Longfellow Property Management held stacks of romances.


B.J. shrugged. "I read everything. I don't discriminate."


"We could do western romance, but someplace like Montana or Colorado," Canon suggested.


"I'll make a list. We can read them all eventually," Jasen said, opening a notebook. He jotted down the suggestions.


"Cool. I liked Sweet Vengeance. It had vampires, sorcerers, and werewolves. Why don't we do werewolves?" Canon curled his fingers into claws and howled.


Forrest rolled his eyes. "Can we take a break from paranormal for a while? How about romantic comedy set in a small town?”


"You just want something easy to act out," Parker teased.


Forrest blazed red to the tips of his ears but grinned.


"Hot damn, Parker is right!" B.J. clapped his hands together then jumped to his feet and began pacing.


"Oh crap." Brad met Jasen's gaze. When B.J. schemed, it didn't bode well for the rest of the book club. Forrest stroked his beard then shared a look with Parker.


B.J. faced them, punching a finger into the air. "I have an idea."


"Here it comes," Jasen mumbled.


B.J. ignored him. "Let's draw."


"I don't have a pencil," Canon said with a furrowed brow.


"No, you goof. Like this…" B.J spun toward Jasen. "Can I use your notebook?" 


Curious, Jasen handed the pad of paper over. 


B.J. ripped out a few pages then tore them into thirds. He handed each man three. "On the top paper list a setting. Like a city, the mountains, or a diner. Whatever. Think where you'd like to read."


Forrest listed a setting then handed the pen to Brad. The pen circled the group. 


"Brad, may I borrow your cowboy hat?" B.J. asked. 


The oldest member of the book club, Brad, owned the Big Deal longhorn cattle ranch. Brad rarely removed his hat, but handed it over, and B.J. dropped his paper in then collected the others.


"Draw one and make sure it isn't yours. Keep what you receive to yourself. Tuck it in your cup holder." Jasen reached in but picked his own. He dropped it back and chose another.


"Now think of a subgenre you'd read or want to act out." B.J. wiggled his eyebrows, earning chuckles. "I guess it could be a common trope like the secret baby or friends to lovers."


B.J. held the cowboy hat in front of Brad and shook it. After they each drew a paper, B.J. announced, "Time to select a character. Not someone specific but like a clown or shop owner."


Jasen enjoyed the unconventional way to pick the club's next books to read, but he'd never voice his opinion to B.J.


They selected the final papers.


B.J. turned to him and said, "Jasen, write these down." 


Jasen nodded, flipped the page then waited, pen poised. Silence stretched and B.J. stared into the fire. Jasen glanced around the group. 


Forrest mouthed, "What the…?"


Jasen shrugged.


"Look at your papers," B.J. smirked and pointed at Forrest. "I dare you to act these out with your wife. And you." He jabbed a finger toward Parker. "The rest of us need to find someone."


Jasen met Brad's gaze. They were both widowers and presently single.


“I… uh," Canon stuttered, wide-eyed. "I don't have a girlfriend." 


"Are you afraid of a little dare?" B.J. taunted.


"You don't have a girlfriend either," Jasen told B.J.


B.J.'s brows rose. "Don't worry. I'm looking forward to dressing up as…" he shuffled his papers and croaked, "a prince."


Forrest slapped his knee, laughing.


"Charming," Jasen teased. 


Parker snorted. "Not."


"What's your trope?" Canon asked, leaning forward.


B.J. unfolded a paper. "MC. What the hell is MC?"


"Motorcycle club," Canon said.


"You get to be a royal bad boy," Brad grinned.


"More like a royal pain in the ass," Jasen laughed.


"Who likes leather," Parker said, then added, "you should visit Jasen's bookshelf for ideas." He winked.


"What's your setting, B.J.?" Canon asked. 


"Haunted coffee shop." B.J. shook his head. "A coffee shop would be easy enough, but haunted? How the hell am I going to do that?"


Canon chuckled. "Are you afraid of your own dare?" 


B.J. growled and plopped into his chair with a huff. He crossed his arms, appearing constipated.


"Listen, son—," Brad started, catching everyone's attention, "You could be a singer formally known as Prince imitator, who drives a Harley and sings haunting melodies at hipster coffee shops."


"Have you heard B.J. sing?" Forrest asked. "I have at church. It would be haunting, all right. It'd scare the shiznack out of them."


"Ha. Ha." B.J. rubbed his chin. "I like Brad's interpretation. I suppose we can manipulate our choices, as long as they're still deciphered from the original words. What did you get, Brad?"


Brad smoothed his papers and swallowed. "Alien, fairytale, and castle."


At the top of the paper, Jasen wrote “Fortuna Dare Society” and listed B.J.'s and Brad's dares.


Parker shifted and offered, "Mine are a dancer, a billionaire with a hidden past, and Scotland. I think Lisa will appreciate a kilt."


"Anyone want to switch?" Forrest asked, waving his paper like a flag.


"No switching," B.J. said with a smirk.


"This is such bull-crap." Forrest glowered at B.J. then sighed. "A vampire mystery at a club."


"That bites," Parker teased, chuckling. "What about you, Canon?"


"My character is a superhero, set in the past on a train." Canon blushed.


"That's easy," Brad said. "The Lone Ranger. You can skip the tights."


B.J. opened the cooler and offered another round. Brad accepted and lounged back, crossing his ankles.


"Jasen?" B.J. asked.


"I don't have a clue how to pull this off. A cowboy fantasy in the theater." Jasen sighed.


"Why?" Canon asked.


"The main reason is I don't have a wife, a girlfriend, or someone I'd remotely want to take to coffee, let alone cos-play." Jasen frowned and rubbed his chest. Even considering dating felt like a betrayal.




Chapter Two

Jasen


Jasen sat on the central park bench with his legs stretched out. The past months had been hard. He had hoped his wife would return from the grave, but after two years it was time to acknowledge the truth. Dee wasn’t coming home. He rubbed his chin.


Sunshine warmed his body, and he inhaled the balmy Texas air. 


He clenched his eyes as a wave of regret, followed by guilt, rolled over him, settling in the pit of his stomach. How the hell would he make good on the book club dare?


Jasen remembered the day when he had received the call from Colin Copper, the chief of police. Flash flood on Dry Run creek. The authorities had found his wife's car swept downstream, wedged by a tree trunk, and filled with clay. They’d returned only one of her shoes.


Jasen leaned forward, resting his elbows on his legs. Fortuna business and life continued regardless of how he dealt with Dee’s death. Most people had stopped enquiring after him. Only his administrative assistant Jacklyn Hyde repeatedly asked after him. He appreciated the concern but felt mothered.


If he wouldn’t have lost Dee, they might have started a family and attended fund-raising events and opening ceremonies of new Fortuna businesses. He shook his head and stared at his shoes.


Across the street, someone entered the Pink Taco, and the smell of Mexican food wafted over him. His stomach rumbled. 


A vehicle door slammed. He glanced up. Two women carried bolts of fabric. Jasen raised an arm in greeting.


“Hi, Jasen,” Jessie Barnes called.


Jasen rose off the bench and sauntered toward the ladies. Reaching them as they arrived at Jessie’s business, he pulled the door and held it open. “How are you today?”


“Good, thanks,” Piper Dart, Jessie’s personal assistant, answered.


“I see you’ve got a lot of material. Working on a big project?” Jasen asked, curious.


Jessie beamed and nodded. “We’ve got to fill three large orders. But this new stuff is for a special prototype.” 


“The boutique Britches and Hose placed a gi-normous order,” Piper said, squeezing past. She stomped up the stairs, her blonde bob swishing.


“That’s awesome,” he replied.


Jessie hesitated, glancing down before looking him in the eyes. “How are you doing?”


Jasen’s heart hitched, but he plastered on the placating smile that had won the election. “I’m well, thank you.” He gave a stiff nod.


Jessie’s features pinched a moment, as if she didn’t believe him. Then she nodded and headed into the building.


Jasen blew out a long breath as the door silently closed behind her. He walked away from the entry. Staring into the Gift Spot’s window display, he tripped on the uneven concrete sidewalk. He shifted his focus to the ground as he crossed to the park once more.


The cracks in the pavement passed as he watched his shoes rise and hit. A chilly breeze blew, and he hugged his jacket tight. Spotting something blue on the ground, he reached to pick up the trash. He stopped halfway. A small bell-shaped flower, so tiny it almost escaped his notice, peeked out of the grass. Spring was a few weeks off, but apparently the plant hadn’t gotten the memo.


Jasen straightened with a smile. Perhaps it was time to sloth off the winter of his life and come alive again. He sheathed his hands in his pockets. Returning to the park bench, he plopped down with a sigh and studied the large courthouse. A man hopped up the steps and disappeared through the wide entry. Moments later, he reappeared carrying a stack of paperback novels. The top book tumbled to the ground. He stooped to pick it up then dusted it off, turning it over to inspect the cover.


Jasen strained, trying to remember his name. Willie something. He worked at the feed store.


While Jasen had read a majority of the books on the municipal shelf, he opted for sweet romance novels. But only his book club knew that tidbit.


His book club. Jasen chuckled as he rubbed his face. They would tease him about his preferred romances. While the other men liked spicy, dramatic books, Jasen selected new adult stories. He enjoyed watching the characters find themselves and grow. 


He leaned back on the bench. The dark green paint had faded to a dusty shade of mint. 


Jasen considered his lunch options. Walking to the Kraut Wagon, the Pink Taco, or Hammered. He sighed. Birds chirped in the large oak behind him. The sunlight caressed his weary body. A gentle breeze fanned his face as he closed his eyes, drawing in a deep breath. He shook off any unease and relaxed. The humming of cars, murmurs of citizens, and the twitter of the birds lulled him.


Bang! 


Jasen bolted upright. He swiveled his head, searching for trouble. As he blinked into the sunlight, he saw a large van. The occupants kept spilling out like clowns at a circus. They weren’t children but gangly young men. Last out, a woman lunged from the vehicle and bent, placing her hands on her thighs as if she might get sick.


Jasen stood and stretched. He would have to report it if she vomited. He couldn’t leave a mess on the sidewalk. Wandering in the van’s direction, he took the path toward the side of the park where he could observe the newcomers.


While watching the clowns, he noticed a large black SUV parked behind the van. Two men dressed as if to stage a corporate takeover stepped out of the Escalade. "Which one is the ringleader?" Jasen mumbled. 


When the gaggle of men parted, Jasen spotted two women. One was a dark-haired Barbie, and the other was shorter, but her long curls floated on the wind, entrancing him. Her laughter rang, and he focused on her face. The sound of her voice caused his heart to race. 


Jasen shook his head. He shouldn’t be interested, but curiosity had him stepping closer. It’s only because they aren’t locals. Keep believing that, stupid.




Chapter Three

Michaela


Michaela Arschfick sucked in a deep breath of Texas air and swore she smelled barbecue. She hated barbecue, but she would take it over the smell of the van. Stuck with six fresh-from-college men, the vehicle reeked of body odor, dirty feet, and farts.


“This trip can’t be over soon enough,” Michaela rasped.


“I know, right?” Kim Burr said with a Cheshire cat grin. 


Michaela distanced herself from the van and the group of men. She stepped out onto the grass and arched her back.


“Frank is such a jerky driver,” Kim uttered, throwing a glare at the oblivious man.


“Shut up. You’re not in the back ricocheting around like a pinball,” Michaela huffed with her hands on her hips.


Kim tossed her long ebony hair and laughed. “That’s true, Mick. I’m not.” She squinted devilishly. 


Michaela slapped Kim’s arm playfully, and they giggled.


Darren Arschfick cleared his throat. “All right, ladies, listen up.” 


Michaela and Kim stepped closer toward the vehicles. Inspecting her nails, Kim feigned disinterest. Michaela studied the goofy grin on her ex-husband’s face. The IT gang quieted, listening to Saint Darren. He loved moments when the young guys leaned in, eager to learn at the feet of their mighty leader.


Darren’s perfect sandy hair stayed in place even though the breeze tried hard to restyle it. His straight teeth glinted the winning smile that had sealed many deals. His dynamic personality had once enamored Michaela, but no longer.


Darren's dark eyes darted around, raking the square and the buildings surrounding it. Michaela knew his pattern. He would survey the buildings and businesses but not say a word. All the while his mind would churn ideas. He planned to set the IT gang loose and see if they’d come up with any ideas on their own. 


“Let’s form teams of two,” Darren said, glancing at a clipboard his personal assistant Rodney Butkus handed him.


“Mick’s with me,” Kim announced, grabbing Michaela’s hand and lifting it into the air.


Darren’s eyes narrowed for a split second, and a few of the IT guys groaned. 


“Sorry, boys,” Michaela said, not sorry at all.


“We know the drill,” Kim said, waving at Rodney and Darren as she turned, pulling Michaela away. They headed west and crossed the road. The old two and three-story buildings could be anywhere Main Street, USA. The closest building, housing Teed and Teed Law Offices, had a cornerstone that read 1864. They proceeded to the Pink Taco’s brick facade.


Kim peered in the restaurant’s large window. “Mm, it smells good. I wonder if Darren will let us eat here today. I’d kill for some authentic salsa.”


Michaela nodded but continued toward the next retail shop. The grimy window bedazzled her. Not the grit and fingerprints but the handmade wooden toys on display. She took a step closer, tempted to press against the glass like someone else had. “Kim check it out. Look at the old-fashioned toys.”


Kim snapped her gum and frowned. “Toys? What the heck?”


“Oh, come on.” Michaela tugged her best friend to the door. 


The red paint had faded to mauve, but the egg and dart patterned wood trim hinted at the store’s former glory. A bell rang as they stepped inside. Michaela twirled on the hardwood floor, nostalgia washing over her. The store sold her father’s childhood toys. On special occasions, Grandma had brought out the box of Michaela’s dad’s toys and let her play with them. 


“Hello, can I help you find anything?” an elderly woman asked.


Michaela turned with a smile. “I love your store.”


The woman’s grin blossomed into a full-blown smile. “Thank you. It’s been in the family three generations.”


“Wow! That’s amazing.” Michaela glanced at a family photo hung on the wall. “I’ll look around. I promised my niece and nephew a souvenir.” 


“Let me know if you have any questions or need any help.” She walked behind the register and picked up a bottle of spray cleaner and started to wipe the countertop.


“I used to play with my dad’s Lincoln Logs at my grandparent’s house.” Michaela reached for the container and inspected it. 


“This is more my style,” Kim said, pointing to a shelf of Barbie and other dolls.


“Is there a Texas Barbie?” Michaela asked. She decided on a pop gun for her nephew and a pretty cowgirl doll for her niece. 


“You know, technically you’re not their aunt anymore,” Kim said, leaning against the counter and crossing her arms.


Michaela sighed and shook her head. “And you know Darren doesn’t remember he has a family. The business is the only relationship in his life.”


“That’s true.” Kim checked her watch then moved so she could see out the window. “But that doesn’t mean you have to make up for his shortcomings.”


“Where are you from?” the owner asked.


“Cincinnati,” Michaela replied, reaching into her purse to find her wallet.


“You’re a long way from home. What brings y’all to Texas?” the older woman asked.


Michaela shot a glance toward Kim, but she stared outside, watching Frank and his partner, Lance. Her eyes narrowed as they ventured into a gift shop. 


“We visited Nockerville on a consulting job,” Michaela replied.


"I hope it went well. How do you like Texas?” the woman asked, tucking a pencil into her silver hair above her ear.


Michaela rested her palms on the counter and closed her eyes a moment. Her heart had been trying to express something, but she’d ignored it. “It's nice.”


The woman nodded as she punched the keys on an antique cash register. 


“Is it hard to keep inventory using that machine?” Michaela asked, handing over two twenties.


“Tell her to chuck it,” a disembodied male voice said from a backroom.


The woman laughed. “That’s my grandson, Wyatt.”


A tall dark-haired teen popped his head out of the doorway. “You need to update your system.”


With a ding, the cash drawer opened. “The register is fine. We can’t afford a new fancy machine, anyway.” 


Wyatt rolled his eyes before coming to his grandmother and giving her a side squeeze. She handed Michaela her change. “Oh, I forgot to ask, would you like me to mail this home for you?”


Michaela gasped at the thought. “That would be wonderful. Our van is cramped.” She wrote the shipping address on a notepad.


Inspecting the young man who tapped on the screen of his cell phone, Michaela said, “I bet Wyatt could find you a system and set it up for you. He seems tech savvy.”


“Yeah, Grandma, let me help you,” Wyatt said. He put his hands together, begging.


The owner chuckled again and tussled his hair. “We’ll see.” She handed Michaela the receipt. “Enjoy your stay.”


Kim continued to glare out the window. She’d cocked a hip and tapped her foot. “Frank’s gone down that whole side.” 


Michaela met her at the window and watched the skinny man slip through another door. “So. He’s not spending any time.”


“Oh?” One of Kim’s thin eyebrows shot up.


“Yeah. We’ve met the store owner and the possible future owner. We know how they both feel about the business.” Michaela smiled triumphantly.
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