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BOOK 1
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CHAPTER 1

I hate swim parties. Hate with a capital “h”. Because every time I’m invited I know my mom will make me wear that florescent orange thing that all but covers my eyes. My friends either laugh at me or give me pity, and I want neither one. So when Megan Dairy invited me to her beach party I determined this year I’d be in style. Some way. Somehow.

But I’d have to be stealthy to pull it off, and that meant telling a little white lie. I didn’t condone lying, frowned on it, in fact. But in the face of becoming the world’s biggest fool, a lie seemed the best way to go. Therefore, I ignored the voice in my head saying this was wrong and set out to acquire the perfect bikini.

It had to be a bikini because that’s what the other girls would wear, though the speech I’d heard my entire life echoed in my head along with the Scripture that accompanied it. The one about women and modest apparel. But I didn’t get that. How could what’s immodest for me not be immodest for Megan? Her mom didn’t care. Her mom bought her a new one every year and they were always little and tight and revealing. I simply wanted something in two pieces that’d show off my belly button. And maybe a little cleavage. Just enough to make Roger Keen look my way.

Roger Keen. Tall, dark, and handsome, he was everything I wanted in a guy. Of course, currently, he didn’t pay me any mind, yet I was going to change that. Having the right bikini was the key.

However, this presented an additional problem. To buy the right bikini I needed cash, and the right way to come up with that was not by asking my mom for it because that would add stealing on top of lying. At least, it felt like stealing, since I’d be buying something she didn’t want me to have, and no way was I doing that. The flames of hell would be burning the soles of my feet afterward. 

Which meant I’d have to earn it. Currently, I didn’t have a job. I’d lazed about since graduation mostly warming the couch and the keys of my computer, much to my parents chagrin, and developed every excuse in the book for my unemployment. Too early. Too hard. Too far. No transportation. I heard they don’t pay much. I can’t possibly do that. All legitimate reasons that I must lay aside for the sake of the right swimsuit.

It’d be worth it. I was sure. So I set out one afternoon determined to find employment, something light and easy, something I could quit once I’d made my first paycheck, and wandered in and out of every clothing store on the strip until I ended up in front of the shop at the end. The hardware store. 

Hardware. I stood there contemplating the fact I was a girl and this was a man’s world, the fact I didn’t fit in, then sucked in my gut and opened the door. How hard could it be to sell nuts and bolts? I wasn’t dumb; what I didn’t know I could learn. Plus, there was a help wanted sign on the window glass. This was a positive thing offering more hope than I’d gotten at the other twelve places.

I wound my way down the narrow, disorganized aisles to a glass counter in the back and rang a small hand bell beside the cash register. Two well-used swinging doors flapped open and a man in his sixties appeared.

“May I help you?”

He had a kind face like a grandpa, lined and wrinkled with a rather pointy nose and piercing gray eyes.

“I saw your sign about the job,” I said

He seemed to contemplate that, looking me over. “Any experience?”

Well, now, the answer was no. But I’d already discovered saying no got me no-where.

“Sure,” I said. “But it depends on what experiences you’re talking about.”

This made him chuckle. He shook his head and wiped a knuckle down his nose. “Spunk. I like that,” he said. “You any good at organizing?”

“I’m female ain’t I?”

Again, he laughed. 

“Plus,” I added. “I’ll work for peanuts.” 

This was apparently the right thing to say because he extended his hand. “What’s your name, little girl?”

“Coralee,” I replied. “Coralee Pirtle.”

“Pirtle the Turtle?” came a voice from the back.

Oh, I saw red. I knew that voice, had heard it since second grade, the first class we’d had together, and no way was he working here, too. But no sooner had I thought that then the same two doors swung wide, and there he stood.

I narrowed my gaze. “Roman Avery.”

He grinned and strode over to me. “Pirtle the Turtle. I thought you were ...”

Hauling back my fist, I let it fly, the inner part of me glorying in the smack of my knuckles against his cheek, the slight crunch of his nose, and the fountain of blood that sprayed across the counter all over my shirt.

Roman bowed over, clutching his face, a string of curse words flying, and the old man behind the counter pinched hold of his ear and twisted it into a coil. This sent Roman squealing like a pig. “Ow. Ow. Ow. Ow. I’m sorry, Grandpa. I didn’t mean it, but she punched me. Honest, it was just a gut reaction.”

Grandpa? I stared at him, my eyes wide and my fingers smarting from my swing, and watched my career in hardware go up in smoke. I’d blown it this time and blown it big. Never mind, I was happy to have punched Roman Avery. I’d punched Roman Avery in front of his grandpa.

I gulped and wiped my now sweaty palm on my black slacks. “I guess I should go,” I said. Go quick and never come back in here before I get sued or arrested or something.

Grandpa Avery, his fingers still clutching Roman’s ear, turned his gaze my way. “Are you kidding?” he asked. “After that, you’re hired. Welcome to the family, Coralee.”
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“I think you broke my nose.” Roman held the ice-filled cloth to the bridge of his injured appendage and eyed the space between him and Coralee. If she made one more step his direction, he was out of there.

“I’m sorry, but you called me that ... that ... name.” She stood before him, one hand curled upward on the counter.

“It was just a jo ... ow ...” He winced and pulled away from her grasp. “Don’t touch me.”

She approached him anyway. “I want to see if it’s swollen.”

“Of course it’s swollen, you broke it. Gah, you broke my freakin’ nose. I can’t believe it.”

“Stop whining,” she said, throwing her weight on one hip. “You’re such a baby when you whine.”

“I’m allowed to whine when you break my nose.”

This comment made her giggle, and the sound of it brought out his own laughter. Yet laughing too hard hurt, and it wasn’t long before he was back to whining.

“Where’ve you been anyway?” he asked. “A boxing match?”

She rolled her eyes and pursed her lips. “Psh. You haven’t heard? I’m trying to see how long a person can sit in one place.”

“Doing what? Arm exercises?”

She sighed. “No. How come I didn’t know your grandpa owned this place?”

“You never asked.”

“Cute. I had no reason to ask. It’s not like we were friends.”

“Or are friends,” he added. He lowered the ice from his nose at last and sat it on the counter.

She gave a hiss. “Oh, wow, I really broke it. It’s kinda ... crooked.”

“Great. Ow.” Talking hurt. Breathing hurt. Looking at her hurt. Man, she was fine, and strong as an ox, and outspoken, and not about to give him the time of day. And now his nose was warped and she’d be working here. Here, where he’d have to look at her each day and wish he could put his lips on hers. 

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.

He looked away. “I’m not looking at you like anything except a girl with a mean right cross.”

“Well, I apologize, like I said. You promise not to call me that, and I’ll not do it again.”

“Believe me,” he said. “I’m not calling you anything.” He turned his back on her and wandered back through the folding doors. Unfortunately, she followed. “What?” he asked, a few steps in.

“Your grandpa said for you to show me what to do.”

“Now?”

She rested one hand on her hip. “Why not now? I need money, and I’m ready to work.”

Money? What did she need money for? Then again, what did he know about her? They’d attended school together, graduating last spring and going their separate ways. He’d taken a handful of classes at the local community college, and she’d, according to her, done nothing.

They hadn’t particularly been friends, more like kids in the same classes on occasion. It wasn’t until their senior year that he’d noticed her as an appealing female. But as far as she was concerned, he’d been invisible, so rather than have his hopes dashed, he’d given up and watched her walk away.

“What do you want money for?” he asked. If she was unemployed as she’d indicated, then she obviously hadn’t cared about being broke ’til now.

“That’s personal,” she said. “Let’s just say I need it fairly quick, and it’s really important so here I am.” 

He stared at her for a minute then shrugged. “Fine. Take that box over there to aisle three and hang up what’s in it up.”

“Sure thing, boss,” she said. Prancing across the space, she bent over, thrusting her butt outward and took hold of the box.

He swallowed. This would be a long, long summer with sightings like that every day. Then again, looking at that might make things interesting – so long as she kept her hands to herself.

She straightened, and he glanced away. Paperwork. He’d do much better right now to concentrate on ordering inventory than staring at what was a very attractive backside.
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I announced my employment at the dinner table, causing my older brother, Spencer, to spit a mouthful of peas and my dad to choke on his tea. With both of them coughing, I was left with only my mother to listen to.

“The hardware store?” 

She sounded skeptical. I don’t know why. All I’d done that afternoon was hang thingies on little hooks. It wasn’t hard.

“Yes, for Grandpa Avery.”

Spencer, having recovered himself, posed the next question. “Didn’t his grandson go to school with you?”

“Yes, Roman,” I said. I chewed on my lip, and I guess the lip-chewing was a sign of something because my mother had to ask.

“What did you do?”

I ducked my head. “I kinda broke his nose.”

Spencer roared with laughter, but my dad didn’t find it so funny. He got his stern young-lady-you-will-not-behave-like-that expression.

“I apologized,” I offered. “But he called me that ... name.” That horrible, awful name the other kids used to tease me with.

“What name?” my mom asked.

I decided to focus on Spencer. It seemed safer than my parents. After all, he had the same last name and had heard it, too.

“Pirtle the turtle,” I replied in a low volume.

Spencer grinned. “I used to get Girtle Pirtle.” He stabbed his fork into his pork chop. “You’re lucky,” he said, the bite poised halfway to his lips. “You get to marry and change yours. I’m stuck with it.”

“Pirtle is a fine American name,” our father said. He always said that, but then he was stuck with it, too.

I glanced at my mom. “What did you think when you and Dad got married and you had to be Mrs. Pirtle?”

She smiled, and I could see the wheels clicking in her head. She wanted to say one thing, but with Dad there didn’t dare. Blotting her lips with a napkin, she coughed lightly. “Well, Pirtle is unusual. But, after all, I was DeeDee Frankowski. I was grateful it was short.” She flicked her wrist. “Besides, you’ll do anything when you’re in love. I’d have taken his name no matter how strange it was.”

My dad’s scowl disappeared. “Had an aunt named Myrtle Pirtle,” he said.

This made us all laugh. Eventually, the laughter died, however, and I was faced with my dad again.  His stern countenance returned. “I think you should pay for any medical care the boy needs.”

Pay? No. No. I couldn’t pay. That’d mean working there longer, and this was only for two weeks, only until I had one paycheck and could buy the perfect swimsuit. Paying for anything else would set me back, and being set back meant not buying the suit in time for the party. I couldn’t possibly pay. I was on a schedule.

“I think that’s an excellent idea,” my mother said.

Ganged up on. Parents in agreement are the worst thing because any effort to play one off the other falls flat. Suddenly, you have to actually do what they’ve asked.

“I think they have insurance,” I said. That’d solve it. Surely, they had insurance and wouldn’t need me to pay them anything.

“Then you’ll work for what it would’ve cost. You have to learn to control yourself,” my dad said. “I’ll call and speak with Mr. Avery myself.”

So that I wouldn’t get out of it. That’s what he meant. My bikini dream was slowly evaporating before me, but there simply had to be a way to salvage it. I wanted to go to the swim party, and I was not wearing that flaming orange shroud. I was eighteen, a legal adult. I’d graduated from high school with fair grades. It was time I decided what I wanted to do with my life, and it started with a two piece and the attention of Roger Keen.

But I kept all this to myself because there again was my little white lie. I’d buy the suit, leave the house dressed conservatively, and put it on at Megan’s. My parents would never know and no one would be hurt, least of all, me.

I pushed my chair back from the table. “May I go?”

My dad nodded, and I left the room. Yet my frustration rose with every footstep. They wouldn’t ruin this for me. They wouldn’t. Why were they involved anyway? This was between me and Roman, and if he didn’t ask me to pay then it shouldn’t matter to anyone else. We were old enough to make our own decisions.

I threw myself down on the bed, my eyes on the ceiling. Funny Roman being there though and me not knowing it. I was sorry I’d broken his nose, and I can’t say I blamed him for being mad. But we’d gotten along okay afterward, so maybe this job wouldn’t be so bad for the short time I held it, and it’d get me toward my goal.

I pictured the moment. Me in the perfect suit slipping out the sliding glass doors of Megan’s patio. Me sauntering over to the pool, and Roger Keen giving me the look.

“Who’s the girl in the bikini?” he’d ask.

“Coralee Pirtle,” someone would say.

“Can’t be. She’s beautiful.”

I played it all out in my head with a sigh, a sigh which turned into a frown at sight of my brother. He leaned overhead. “What’s the truth?” he asked. “What are you up to?”

“Honestly, Spence, I just want to make a little money.”

“Money for what?”

I gave a huff and crossed my arms. “For spending. Isn’t that what money is for? And Mom and Dad have been after me about not lying around, so everyone should be happy.”

“Except you broke some boy’s nose.”

“Except for that.”

He ruffled my hair, sending it spraying in all directions, and my gaze darkened. I hated that.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said. 

“What’s to know?” I asked. “I do my job. I get a paycheck, and it’s all good.”

He made a face and left the room. All good. And I was one day closer to the perfect moment. Except now I had to figure out how to get out of paying any restitution, and for that, I thought I’d use a little female persuasion.

Roman was a guy, right? And I was a girl. Pickins’ should be easy.
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“No? What do you mean, ‘No’? You said yourself your dad took care of the bill.”

Roman’s steely-eyed gaze dueled with mine. “I mean, ‘No.’ That’s what I mean. You broke my nose. I now look like an idiot, and no amount of slinky, skin-tight ... No.”

Okay, I’d overdone it on the blouse, but my thinking had been he’d like to see my assets. And he’d stared – briefly – then made the horriblest face.

“Really, Coralee? That’s not ... decent.”

Not decent? He sounded like my parents.

“What’s not decent about it?” I asked. “My mom bought it.” Three years ago, and now it was too small. I don’t know how I’d managed to get out of the house in it. I take that back. Yes, I do. My mom wasn’t looking because if she had been, I’d be toast.

“I don’t believe your mom saw you leave in that,” he replied. Reaching below the counter, he pulled out a t-shirt and slung it to me. “Put that on.”

I unfolded the garment and stared at the hardware store logo. “Really?”

“We should wear them anyhow,” he said. “I just never bother. But maybe from now on I will.”

I tugged my shirt from my waistline and made to yank it over my head, but his firm hand stopped me. “Gees, Cora, not here. Go in the back.”

Right. I switched shirts and returned to find his naked chest glowing up at me. I paused on one hip. Roman was not an ugly guy, but he was the antithesis of Roger. Where Roger looked like he’d whisper something Italian in your ear, you expected Roman to say, “Dude,” and grab his surfboard. I actually hadn’t any idea if he surfed or not, but with his looks, he could.

Which made me wonder why he was single, so I asked. “No girl’s wanted to paste herself to that?” I asked nodding at his abdomen.

He made a face. “No. I don’t see you with anyone either.” He donned the shirt and shook his shoulders to settle it.

“I don’t need a girl.”

“Nice and haha.” He turned his back on me.

“Seriously, you haven’t dated?” I was feeling persistent. I’d wound myself sort of around him at that point, looking upward.

He stared down at me. “No, I haven’t dated. Haven’t met anyone I’d like to date.”

“That’s a shame. You’re eligible material.”

His brow shot up. “Oh?”

“Sure. You’re handsome, and you’ve got a job. A little moody, but I’ll chalk that up to being a guy.”

One side of his mouth curved. “What else?”

“Well ...” I stood to my feet. “You have a nice butt.”

He looked over his shoulder and down at his rear. “I do?”

“Yep.”

It took him a minute to turn back forward, as if he was still thinking about what I’d said. 

“What about you?” he asked. “You’re pretty, yet you’re single.”

Roman Avery calling me pretty was like my brother saying I looked nice. It had about the same effect, but I figured he’d be insulted if I didn’t act happy about it, so I smiled.

“Thanks, on the compliment. And no guy wants a girl who has no aspirations, can’t cook, and could break their nose.”

He didn’t respond right off, which was curious to me. Actually, he looked at me kinda funny. “You did break my nose,” he said finally. He sounded really nasally now, with the bandage on his face.

“Yes, I did.”

“You really can’t cook?”

I shook my head. “Not a thing.”

He paused, one hand on the counter. “You’ve tried?”

“My mom decided I would learn when I was fifteen, but all I managed to do was burn the kitchen down.”

“Burn the ... Did you really?”

I smiled. “Yep. Fire department had to put it out.”

He started laughing then, but it sounded like a donkeyish bray. “That’s so you,” he said eventually. “I can picture it.”

I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad, but decided not to be offended. I had burnt the kitchen down. I was trying to fry bacon, only the grease got too hot and next thing I know there’s flames shooting out all directions, and I’m dumping water on it. Only I didn’t know you can’t put out a grease fire with water, so actually, I made it worse. Cost my dad a bunch of money to fix, too. But my mom was happy in the end because she’d been after him to remodel, and told me later I’d “provided her with the excuse.”

“I’m glad you’re okay.”

This remark from him brought me out of my smoke-filled memory. “Yeah, and thanks.”

He revolved on his heel and signaling me, went into the back. I followed, running into him when he came to a halt. This weird sensation crept up my limbs and my nose started to twitch. He smelled great, like I’m-a-girl-sniffing-a-guy-and-can’t-think great. I inhaled, my brain sizzling like a fried egg.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“You smell ... wow. What is that?”

He pulled himself away from me and turned. My vision was all blurry at this point, and I was having a hard time retrieving any shred of thought.

“The cologne?” he asked.

“Uh huh.” I was now reduced to monosyllables.

“You like that?” He sounded surprised.

“Gr-eat.” I, in turn, sounded like that cartoon cereal tiger.

He slumped on one hip. “Some stuff my mom gave me. I’ve never worn it before.”

“Do. Should. Wear. Great.”

He crinkled his brow. “What’s wrong with you?”

I wasn’t sure. Except if I didn’t escape the cologne, I’d be reduced to a blob of pudding within ten minutes. “Help,” I said.

“Okay.” He tossed his head. “You can sort socket wrenches. Take this box to aisle five.” He pointed downward. “You do remember your fractions, right?”

I lifted the box. “Five-eighths. Three-sixteenths,” I babbled and headed down the aisle.

CHAPTER 2

When my brain had cleared from the effects of Roman’s cologne, I realized he hadn’t let me out of paying for his broken nose. Rats. That was a serious problem, and a curious one. It seemed spiteful of him to hold me to it like that, but then he hadn’t seemed spiteful, more insistent. Which made me wonder about him. 

What little I remembered of him in school involved an oral report in English and participation in Phys Ed. The one he’d hated; the other he’d loved. As I’ve said, Roman wasn’t a bad-looking guy. He was in decent enough shape, just not my type.

I toted the box down the indicated aisle, dropped it at the edge of a metal rack, and peeled off the tape. I plunged my hands in and pulled out what looked like pipe fittings. This made me a bit miffed because he’d said socket wrenches. But I figured one was as good as another, so I might as well hang them up.

I gave them a shove across the floor to where the plumbing bins were and looked again in the box. The contents had gotten jostled in shipping and so were all mixed together. I’d discovered that much of what was for sale in the shop was mixed together, and this irritated me. I wasn’t a neat freak exactly, but the girl-side of me preferred things organized a bit better.

Then I took a closer look at the bins and had a fit. It was like every customer for the last thirty years had come through there, picked up and discarded parts, and they’d never been straightened. Plus, the way the items were displayed in the aisle seemed all wrong. They should go by type and size. That way you could go down your list without moving back and forth.

Surely, no one would mind if I fixed things. That was what I’d said I’d do. Therefore, I began unhooking and re-hooking. I shifted prices and signs. I finally got to my box of pipe fittings just before lunch time. I realized it was lunch time because my stomach growled. I hadn’t seen hide or hair of Roman or Grandpa Avery. So toting my empty box, I returned behind the swinging doors and found it empty.

Strange. They hadn’t told me they were going anywhere. Obviously, I couldn’t abandon things if I was the only one around. This was mildly upsetting. I was hungry, after all. But maybe with a little patience, one of them would pop up. 

I revolved on my heel and stepped behind the counter. Right at that moment, the bell on the front door chimed and an elderly gentleman in worn coveralls entered. He was stooped over at the waist and walked with a wobble, a lot like he was on a teeter-totter.

I put on my chipper voice. “Good morning. How can I help you?”

The old man paused and glared at me. Well, it seemed like a glare. “Where’s Romey?” he said.

Romey? I wanted to laugh at that nickname but figured that wouldn’t help things. “He’s out right now, but perhaps I can find what you need.”

He looked like he was thinking about that. He tilted his head to the right and scratched an age-spotted scalp. “Well, I need me some pipe fittins’,” he said.

Having just put those up, I knew exactly where they were. “I can help you with that. What kind do you need?”

“I need a one-inch male PVC adapter and a one-inch reinforced steel female adapter, a can of glue, and ...”

The rest of his statement was lost on me because I was stuck on the beginning portion. Male and female? This threw me for a loop. Forget I didn’t know what an adapter was. The fact they had sexes was news. I did know where they were though, so that was a start and I knew how big an inch was, also good.

Determined not to look dumb, I rounded the counter and motioned toward the aisle I’d just left. “Right this way,” I said. 

The old man’s footsteps shuffled across the bare concrete floor in his path behind me. I took my time, both because I was in the dark as to what exactly I was looking for and also because he was not quick on his feet. But eventually there we both were side-by-side.

“Now, what was that again?” I asked.

If he’d seemed angry before, now he was really peeved.

“A one-inch male adapter and a one-inch reinforced steel female adapter. Plus, I need a can of glue and a standard half-inch nipple.”

A nipple? My cheeks flamed. I hadn’t any idea what he was asking for but by that name I didn’t want to know. 

The old man scanned the racks. “Who organized these?” he asked.

Well, this I could take credit for, and I was partially relieved for the change in topic. “I did, sir,” I said. Obviously, he was a regular to have noticed how much better it looked. 

His scowl became a death mask. Mine. “Where’s Romey?”

“I ... I’ll go find him,” I said. I wanted nothing to do with this man now, nor did I want to spend my time looking for pipe fittings with sexes and nipples.

I left the man standing there and scooted into the back. Finding it still empty, I delved deeper in the storage area than I’d gone before. It was musty back there, and the smell made me sneeze. This brought Roman out of whatever hole he’d been cooped up in.

“Where have you been?” I asked, my voice edging on panic.

One eyebrow rose. “Back here working. Why?”

“There’s some old man asking for you, and he wants ... wants ...” Please don’t make me say it. 

He didn’t. He scooted past me and through the folding doors.

I hadn’t the guts to follow him, didn’t care what any of the products were at this point, and only wanted to remain hidden. Thus, it was some fifteen minutes before I saw Roman again.

His expression was a mirror of the old man’s. “What have you done?” he asked.

“W-with what?”

“That aisle. I couldn’t find anything. Mr. Butler is a regular, and now, he’s upset. Says he’ll go to the big home improvement store next time where people know what he’s talking about.”

“But he asked ... asked for ...”

“Asked for what?” Roman had his hand on his hip now. “And why’d you move everything?”

I exhaled. “It was disorganized. That is what your grandpa wanted, me to organize things.” He’d said so before he’d hired me.

Roman didn’t dispute this, but he didn’t look any happier. “That may be, but you didn’t ask first and people are used to the other.”

Used to chaos? That was dumb. “By all means, we should stay in a rut whenever it’s comfortable,” I replied.

Roman was eyeing me now. 

“And Mr. Whoever shouldn’t have been so angry about it,” I continued. “It’s not my fault I didn’t know ... know ...”

“Didn’t know what?”

I chewed on my lip. 

“Coralee.”

I blew out a loud breath. “He wanted parts with sexes and a ... a nipple. That’s vulgar.”

Roman’s laughter was out of place with my embarrassment. There really wasn’t anything funny so far as I could see, but apparently to him there was because he proceeded to howl for quite some time. Until I jabbed him in the chest.

He held a hand in front of his face and reversed. “Don’t you hit me,” he said.

“Then stop laughing.”

He smoothed his expression and grabbing hold of my shoulder, turned me around. “This way,” he said.

I followed him out of the back, around the counter, and down the aisle again. He plucked several items from the rack and held him out for me to see.

“These are adapters. The male has an outward extension. See? Right here?” He then switched it for another. “The female has threads and no extension.”

“Oh. An inny and an outty.” That made complete sense.

“A nipple is this piece.” He dropped the other two, which was annoying to me and again, was not organized, and held out a black tube. 

“Not what I was thinking,” I said.

This made him smile, and at that moment, my stomach growled again. He stared at it and then raised his gaze to my face. “Have you had lunch?”

“No.” I didn’t even know when I was supposed to take lunch or for how long.

“Well, go ahead then, but come back in thirty minutes.”

I hesitated, unmoving, and his brow wrinkled. “What is it this time?” he asked.

I scrubbed the toe of my shoe left and right. “Well, I kinda don’t have any money or know where to go.”

He sighed. “Tell you what, I’ll get Grandpa to watch things, and we’ll go together.”

I nodded, and he disappeared. But he left the parts he’d shown me on the bottom shelf. I bent over and picked them up. “Men,” I said.

[image: image]

Coralee in a shirt obviously too small had sent Roman’s testosterone into overdrive until he awakened and realized what she was up to. Shameful part was it had almost worked. She was ... well made. But in his thinking, that only meant she should cover up more, not hang it all out. She was special, and that superior quality should be reserved for the future, for whatever guy was lucky enough to have her by his side. Because he’d be the luckiest guy on the planet.

Therefore, he’d done the decent thing and turned away. Yet the change in shirt didn’t help his poor mind much. He’d already seen what he’d seen and there they were still gazing up at him. He couldn’t wipe the memory away. Nor could he figure out what had happened to her with the cologne. She’d acted weird. His mom had bought him the stuff last Christmas, and truthfully, his only thought had been he ought to wear it. It had been rather expensive.

The whole incident with the pipe fittings remained intensely funny, but more because of the look on her face. He’d learned more about boys and girls in the hardware store than he ever had at home. But that had been when he was ten, not nineteen. 

Yet Coralee was in many ways as innocent now as he was then, though he figured she didn’t know that. She wasn’t stupid. She’d outscored him in school. Sheltered was maybe a better word, and there was something to be said for that. It made her even better in his view because she showed no negative opinions on how things ought to be. She wasn’t tainted by people and events, but innately pure and honest. He liked that about her, and more and more as time went by.

Roman stuck his head in his grandpa’s office and found him half-asleep in his chair. He paused, hating to wake him up, but the thought of having lunch with Coralee rose up in front of him. It wasn’t a date. He’d never have that, but it was thirty minutes with the two of them together. He might not get another chance.

He cleared his throat. “Grandpa?”

His grandpa’s eyes flicked open, and he stared back, unfocused. He sat up in his chair with a start. “Goodness, fell asleep. Didn’t I?”

“Yes, sir,” Roman replied. “I need you to watch the counter. Coralee and I are going to lunch.”

His grandpa smiled wide. “I like that girl,” he said with a chuckle. He’d said that many times in the last twenty-four hours. “You just go have a good time. I’ll be fine. Fine.”

Roman turned his steps toward the front, but a thread of worry remained. His grandpa wasn’t the same anymore. He was tired all the time, and he slept a lot. He ought to retire, but Roman knew that made him feel as if he was giving up.

Without my shop, I’m nothing, he always said. 

But what happened when it all proved to be too much? When exactly was the right time for him to stop?

Roman shoved his depressing thoughts aside and set his mind instead on Coralee. Right now he had thirty minutes with a girl who didn’t know how very beautiful she was. He ought to dwell on that instead. Grandpa would be okay that long.

[image: image]

Some toddler round about age three had on those horrible shoes, the kind that make electronic squeaking noises with every step. The child’s parent was either stone deaf or numb. Had to be. Because two minutes into our meal at the hamburger place, I was ready to rip them off and tear them to shreds. Hang the kid crying over it.

Roman was eyeing them too, one eye squinched.

“You think if I aim this right and land it on their table ...” I held up a wadded napkin. “I can distract the parent long enough you can nab the kid?”

His mouth curved into a crooked grin. He was tempted. “Ten bucks says you can’t make it.”

“Ten bucks says I can.” I pointed the napkin toward them and was ready to dunk, when he grabbed hold of my hand. I looked across at him, struck by the fact Roman was holding my hand, albeit for no other reason than stopping me.

“Remember Clifford Darnell?” he asked.

He left his hand on mine longer than I thought necessary, and I gave him an eye. But he moved it, not acting like it was anything weird, so I let the incident go.

“Cliffy Baby?” I asked.

Roman laughed. “He hated that.”

“As much as I hated Pirtle the Turtle.”

Roman winced and touched the side of his nose, right above the bandage. “Anyhow, he and Theresa are getting married.”

Married? This sat me back in the seat. They’d dated pretty regular the last year, but marriage seemed like a huge step.

“So she’ll be Theresa Darnell?”

He nodded. “You thought about it?”

“Thought about what? Marriage?”

This was an interesting conversation to be having with Roman. With any guy, for that matter. I didn’t know much about what guys really thought about marriage and the like. I mean, my dad married my mom, so obviously they did think about it. But still I figured most people waited until they were in their twenties. That way you could get college behind you, if you chose to go, and have a better idea what you were doing with your future.
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