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Chapter 1
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Billy





“Look at this one, here.” My older brother Cassidy says to me.  “This the one you’re interviewing today?”  

I take the printed resume from him, as he snoops through the folder on the table.  After I scan the document, I nod. “Yeah, that’s the one.  I sure hope this one turns out to be better than the last one.”

“What happened with the last one?” He asks, propping his foot up on my table, which would normally rattle me, but today I barely notice, I’m so stressed.

“She was one of them, ‘I don’t do this, I don’t do that’ sorts.  Useless to me.  I mean, look at this place.” Lifting my hand, I gesture to the table, covered in papers, receipts, booklets, you name it.  And that’s only because my office is even more crammed with shit.  I’m hiring an assistant, to help me run this ranch, since my last one bailed on me.  Trixie made out like she was so devoted to me and my budding ranch, only to walk out when her boyfriend found her a slightly higher paying job on the other side of town.

He smirks sourly.  “God, it’s just as bad as that Trixie chick.  Can’t say I blame her, though.  You ain’t exactly earned a great reputation in this town.”

“Shut up with that shit, man.  Not in the mood.”

He chuckles, like he wants to goad me.  “What are you talking about?  You’re the one pissing everyone off with your attitude.  You know kids are afraid of you, man?  They think you’re an ogre.  That you hate everyone.”

“Well, I do.  Ain’t met anyone yet in this town that gave a rat’s ass about anything other than who’s got money and who doesn’t.  Shit, I got fucking shot and nearly died, but nobody seems to give a goddamn about that.  Never mind that I’m bringing this shit town some money with this ranch.  Nooooo.”

“That’s not true.” He lifts a finger, eyes dancing.  “They also care who’s fucking who, and right now you’re not fucking anyone, so that’s the only thing they’ve got on you.”

“So, I nearly die in combat, get sent home for good, start building a ranch, living my dream, doing what I’ve always wanted to do, and now this.”

He pulls his foot off the table with a grunt.  “You ask me, you just need to smile more.”

My hands rise into the air.  “Tell me what the fuck I’ve got to smile for right now.  Look at this place.  Trixie left me three weeks ago, no notice, nothing, I’ve got a horse about to go into calf, fences that need mending, a house that’s falling apart while the other one’s being built, my leg still fucking hurts, mama and daddy aren’t talking to me, my one brother won’t leave me the fuck alone, while the other ones and my sister aren’t talking to me, either, and now I’ve got to interview some chick.”

His eyes go back to the small pile of resumes on the table.  “Now, just wait, hold everything.”

I’m irritated.  “What now.” I sneer.

“Did you see this one?”

“What one.” I whine, combing a hand through my hair.

“This one you gotta interview.”  He says urgently.  “I know this chick.”

“Who is it?”

“Piper Charlton.”

A ‘v’ forms between my brows as my voice rises an octave.  “Who?”

“Her folks, they both died in that car wreck, the one that happened a few months ago.  Left her with nothing, not even the house.  She’d been away at college, I think.  Shit, mama’d heard that she left Copper Cove, but she didn’t know for sure.”

“Well, if she was away at school, then she left town, stupid.  And what’s she doing here...and, tell me...why do I care?  And how do you know about this girl, anyway?”

“Her mama was friends with our mama, idiot.  How else do I know everyone in this godforsaken place.”

“Good for you.  Frankly, I don’t give a shit, so long as she doesn’t tell me more of what she won’t do than what she will do.”

“You just make sure you ain’t doing that other thing that the town’s looking out for, man.” He makes a lewd gesture with his pelvis.

I shove his shoulder.  “Fuck off.  If she’s in school, then she’s just a damn kid, and never mind that, I’m not interested.  That’s the last thing I need.  Some woman coming in here showing me what’s what, and then showing me what’s what, too.”

“She’s a kid to me, but not to you, Billy.  Just watch your ass.”  Cassidy is five years my senior.  He’s my oldest brother.

My chuckle is mirthless.  “Did you not hear me, man?  I said I’m not interested in that kind of shit.  I need someone who’s going to clean this shithole up, keep my bills paid, keep my accountant happy, and hire me ranch hands, that’s all.  Nothing else.”

“Good.” He nods, pleased.  

“What’s she doing looking for work in a shithole like this for, if she was in school, anyway?” I ask, only half interested, simply because I’m not into wasting my time.  I need someone serious about helping me.  My bills come overdue in this town, and nobody’s going to extend me any credit.  Cassidy’s got one thing right, and that is that everyone looks over their shoulder when I walk down the streets here.  Half of me wanted to leave Copper Cove when I came back from the military, but this old ranch came and the beautiful parcel of land came available seemingly at the right time, and for the right price, so I went for it.  I’ve been kicking myself in the ass ever since, but it’s too late now.  Ground broke for the new house six months ago, and while the crew is taking their sweet time, it’s worth it.

He shrugs.  “Beats me.  Maybe she couldn’t cut it in school.  If she’s stupid enough to come back here, I guess that’s a possibility.”

“Greeeeat.  Just what I need.”

Another shrug.  “Let her off easy.”

“Just like I’m letting this other chick off easy, huh.” I comment, pulling the resume out of his hand again.  “She’s probably got ten kids and can’t work Saturdays.”

He waves. “Don’t sweat that.  I told you I’d cover for you on weekends.”

I look at him and bark.  “And why the hell are you being so nice to me, huh!”

He lifts a warning finger.  “Billy, don’t do this, okay?  Am I bringing up anything from the past here? No!  I’m leaving it the hell alone.  Don’t clump me in with mama and daddy and the others, okay?  I stay neutral and you know it.”

Rising, I mutter.  “Yeah, you’re like goddamn Switzerland.  Just what I need.” I stomp into the living room to grab my hat, which is sitting on the tattered sofa.

“Hey, would you rather me berate you like mama does every time she sees you?”

I shout back.  “Well, it’s better than daddy, who ignores me like I don’t fucking exist!”

“So, ignore him back!  That’s what I do!” He bellows, following me to the front door.

He steps right behind me as I attempt to turn back, to grab my cell phone, and we just about chest bump.  “Don’t you have a fucking life, man!  Why the hell are you always here!”

“You know why I’m always here, Billy, so stop fighting me on it.” He says with that warning tone again.  

The truth is, I don’t know what I would have done without Cassidy since I got home.  He’s the reason I’m still alive and haven’t killed everyone else in the process.  The problem is that he’s always here.  He doesn’t live with me, but he might as well.  He goes home only to sleep, evidently, and even then, most of the time he camps out on my couch.  He was the one that made sure I didn’t die when I got shot and came home half dead, and he’s the only one that supports me as I build this ranch up.  If I needed money for it, which I don’t, he’d be the first one to write me a cheque, too.

“Yeah, well, today, you’re being a particular pain in my ass.  Don’t you have to go to work or something, man?”  I comment, as I check to make sure that my keys and wallet are in my pockets.

“Not until later.  Daddy’s got some software developer working on the books today.”

“Sorry I asked.” I mutter again, unimpressed.  Cassidy is an accountant. Both mine and my folks’ accountant.  But since we all practically grew up on our uncle’s ranch, it’s something close to our hearts.  “He give you another lecture about working with me instead of with him today?” I prod.

“I just told you that he doesn’t need me until later, stupid.” He chides.  “Now, where are you off to?  What time is this interview?”

“I’ve got a list.” I explain, since there are so many things that I need to get, errands that I need to run, there’s no point in naming them all.

“Well, then, I’ll come with you.  You going to be back in time to meet with this chick?”

“She’s not coming until after lunch. Gives me plenty of time. And hopefully, if things go well, she’ll stay and start working today.”

Cassidy pushes his Stetson down on his head a little tighter as we walk out the door.  “Bad idea, brother.  You know how it ends up when y’all don’t check out references.”

“Fine.  But I’m desperate.”

“There’s a fine line, Billy, and you know it.”

I’m annoyed. “Could you be any more like mama?”

He’s about to smirk, unimpressed by my comment, when we see a car pull up.  It’s nobody that I recognize.  The builders always show up packed into a pickup truck, followed by whatever heavy machinery they’ll need for the day on a flatbed truck behind them.  But inside this car is a woman.  A beautiful one, as much as I hate to admit it.  I can tell before she even removes her sunglasses that she’s a looker.  Long, natural blonde hair, milky white skin, full lips, the works.  My cock twitches as she speaks aloud, through said full lips.  “Are you Billy Barnes?” 

She says this to Cassidy, who shakes his head, but points to me.  “Nu uh. He is.”

“Thanks asshole.” I say under my breath.  Then I address her as she gets out of her beat up old car.  The sedan has rust all over it.  Inside the wheel wells, on the door frames, under the wiper blades, you name it.  It’s a bucket of rust, fit for the wrecking yard, not fit for trucking this beauty around.  She’s a goddamn masterpiece in a simple pair of black jeans and a white linen blouse.  I swallow down my hormones, remembering that I’m not interested, as I address her.  “That’s me.  What can I do for you, ma’am?”

She takes a few steps towards me and holds out her hand for me to shake, as she pulls her sunglasses up onto her crown.  “I’m Piper Charlton.  I sent my resume to you?”

Her soft voice and long eyelashes make my dick wake up.  I clear my throat.  “That’s right.  I was just reviewing it a few minutes ago, actually.  I’m interviewing someone this afternoon and then I was going to call you in for one.”

The smile is apologetic.  “Oh.  Well, I hope I'm not being too presumptuous, but I wanted to pay you a visit, to introduce myself.  I was hoping that that might make a difference.” She swallows.  “I need a job.  I need a job very badly.”

I recall what Cassidy said about Piper, and suddenly I chide myself for the primal reaction.  With a quick nod, I say.  “I appreciate that, Piper, but as I said, I’ve got an interview and then you’re welcome to come in.”  I don’t know why I’m suddenly giving her the cold shoulder.  A moment ago, I wanted to bang her against my shabby kitchen wall.  But then it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that I don’t need any more troubles.  And it looks like she’s got trouble written all over her.  Don’t matter how gorgeous she is.  I don’t need more drama.

“Oh, I understand.” Piper says kindly.  “Can I...can I make an appointment to come back?  Say tomorrow morning?”

“Sure, that sounds fair.” I nod.

Suddenly, Cassidy interrupts.  “Why don’t you tell us a thing or two about yourself?”

I give him a look through the corner of my eye, but he doesn’t take the hint, as usual.  

Her face lights up, and my heart sinks.  “Absolutely.” A short sigh.  “I’m a straight A student, I’ve been working part-time with an accountant, and I have a lot of energy, so I don’t mind cleaning and cooking, or doing anything else if you need it.  Plus, I love horses, so I’d love to work on a ranch.”

God.  Damn.  Give me a reason not to hire you.  I find myself looking.  “Cassidy here says that you quit school.”

He glares at me.

She’s visibly stung.  Her neck cranes back some.  “Um, well, I did quit full-time school, but I’m finishing my program online and at night.”

Cassidy’s nostrils flare at me.  

“You mentioned that you work part-time with an accountant. How’s this job going to fit in there?” I add, unscathed, like I’m digging for reasons to get this chick off my property.

“Well, I work there at night, on the nights when I’m not doing schoolwork.” She volleys back.

“Don’t you think you’ll be awful tired with two jobs and school?” I ask, almost telling her that she can’t handle it.

“Not at all.  I...I don’t have any family, and no other responsibilities.  Working is how I keep myself company and stay busy.  My mama always said that time on your hands means yourself on your mind.”

I can see Cassidy regarding me like he’s going to beat the shit out of me the second that she turns her back, and I don’t doubt it.  He’s done it before.  So have all my siblings.  Inside my head echoes Cassidy’s earlier words, when he told me that the kids in town are afraid of me.  That I’m some kind of ogre to them.  Mean, nasty, biting, and he’s right.  It’s in my blood.  I’m a highly defensive person, and when I feel threatened, I don’t hold back.  The last thing I need is some woman with dinner plate eyes, as gorgeous as they are, looking at me like that.  Hell, I ain’t been with a woman in so long, I’ve forgotten how to behave around them.

The last time I was near a female was on the military base.  Fucked her brains out one night when my buddies got me so hammered I couldn’t see straight.  I barely remember screwing her it was so un-noteworthy.  Then she goes and tells everyone that I took advantage of her.  That woman was so the opposite of this one, though.  She was rugged and tough, a military chick.  Not dainty and feminine like this one.  Like anyone would believe that I’d take advantage of that savage.  They’d sooner believe I did something with Piper. Which is why I don’t want her on my doorstep.  No ma’am.  No siree.  

“Well, like I said, I’ve got an interview this afternoon, but I’ll be in touch.” I tell her, voice icy cold.

“But I thought you said that I could make an appointment to come back tomorrow.” She says, and I distinctly hear her voice crack.

My gaze goes to her quickly, but then I look away, at my brother, who is giving me a look that could kill.

“I’ll call you if I change my mind.  Your number’s on your resume?” I ask snidely.

“Yes.” She says, her voice quivering.

My skin crawls, even though I’ve got a strange, nauseous feeling at the pit of my stomach.  

“Thank you for your time.” She manages on exhale, as she walks away quickly.  Her car chugs to life as I walk to my truck, which is parked right behind her car, on the street, since I made room in the driveway for the crew.

“What the fuck’s gotten into you, Billy?” Cassidy hisses, as if Piper might be able to hear from inside her car.

“What do you mean what’s gotten into me?” I ask, going for un-sheepish, but failing miserably, so I try for cocky.  “It’s the truth.  I’ve got an interview this afternoon.”

“Yeah, but you could have hired her on the fucking spot, and you know it.  Aside from a reference, she’s exactly what you’re looking for, Billy.”  

“And what makes you say that, hm?  She’s already working part-time, and she’s in school, she said so herself.  I’m not up for someone with split focus.”

“That’s bullshit, Billy.  That girl’s got what nobody else will have.”

I give him a look, like he’s fucking around with me, even though I know that he’s dead fucking serious, and it pisses me off, because I don’t know where he’s going with this.  “Like what?  A nice rack?”

The warning look gets my attention.  “Billy, that girl is hungry.  She didn’t have to come all the way over here just to introduce herself.  She could have waited for you to call, or she could have called you herself.”

“So what?  And what makes you think she’s so goddamn hungry, man?  How do I know that she’s not going to ditch me for her part-time gig, just like goddamn Trixie did?”

Her car hasn’t pulled away yet.  It’s chugging, struggling to stay alive, and it looks like she’s making a phone call, oblivious to the fact that we’re just a car length behind her.  “Open your eyes, Billy.” He says, pointing to her car.  “She’s driving a pale of shit, she was just about to cry, her folks are dead, and if you look real closely, what do you see in the back seat, brother?”

I sigh, growing tired, wanting him to get to the point, so we can take off, before it looks like we’re stalking her.  “What, what am I looking at, man, fuck!”

Cassidy points at the clothes, sleeping bag, and pillow in the back, not set up like she’s going camping, no.  I swallow.  My heart starts to pound.  My voice is a whisper when I say.  “Fuck...she’s living in her fucking car.”








  
  

Chapter 2
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Piper





My blouse has a stain on it that I only notice as I drive away from the ranch.  Thankfully, there’s a thrift store in town, and I was able to grab some things suitable for an interview.  I took a load to the laundromat a couple of hours ago, but I must have forgotten to wash this.  I try to convince myself that that’s the reason why Mr. Barnes seemed hesitant to meet with me.  But I know better.  I’ve been told that he’s a real pill and to steer clear of him, but at this point, I haven’t got much of a choice. 

The house went into foreclosure after my parents were killed in a car accident a few months ago.  I wasn’t terribly close with either of them, which is why I chose to go to school in another state, and a scholarship paid most of my way.  Daddy was hopping mad when I left Copper Cove, but I felt like if I didn’t, that I’d disappear.  I’m sorry that they’re gone, but if it weren’t for my aunt in Dallas, where I went to school, I just don’t know where I’d be.  She’s the one that got me through my awkward teenage years, when my folks ignored me, and pretended that my problems didn’t exist.  Those that they knew about, anyway.

Aunt Kay tried to help as much as she could, but I can’t ask for more of her.  Plus, I’ve always done things on my own, and I prefer it that way.  If she knew half of what I’ve been going through, she’d be so upset.  Like the part where the house is gone.  Sold to another family for half of what it’s worth, not that it was worth much to begin with.  Mama and daddy never kept it up.  The shingles were shabby, the windows were in bad need of replacing, the floor tiles were all dog-eared and the paint was faded and peeling in spots.  That’s also part of the reason why I needed to leave home.  Strict, unfair rules, and a lot of things that I don’t care to get into, all rolled into a house not fit for a vagrant.

So, here I am, Piper Charlton, of no fixed address.  How did I apply for a job, you ask?  I’m using my aunt’s address, if you’re wondering.  Why did I come back to Copper Cove, and not stay with my aunt?  Well, I already told you part of it.  I don’t want to burden my poor aunt.  The other part is the very cool job opportunity that popped up in Copper Cove, right around the time when I needed one most, after the house sold.  My folks left me nothing, and my scholarship ran out last semester.  The remaining courses can be done online and at night, and this nighttime job, doing exactly what I’ve been studying for, could not have come my way at a better time.

The problem is, the job pays for my schooling and some necessities, but nothing else.  I can’t afford rent, and if I can get a day job, I’ll be able to afford a place to hang my hat in no time.  This is only temporary.  It’s only been a month or so of sleeping in my car, showering at truck stops, and eating at a cheap diner.  Not a big deal.  I’ve been through way worse, but I’m not getting into that right now.  This is a stepping stone.  I’m moving on to bigger and better things.  Way more than my folks wanted me to have.  Way more than I ever dreamed I’d have.  At one point or another, I’m sure that everyone has done something that they’re not particularly proud of to get by, like a rite of passage, and that’s what my life is right now.  Nothing that can’t be fixed in short order.

But the word is around town that this Billy Barnes guy is bad news.  Unfortunately, it’s the only job that I can take in town, because it’s tough to get hired when you’re not finished you’re schooling yet.  Even in Copper Cove.  Plus, everyone else in town knows me or my folks, and I can’t stand the goddamn pitying look on their faces.  I’ve had to fight back the urge to punch someone a few times.  At least Billy Barnes and I have never been acquainted until today.  The look on his face said that he’s not at all impressed by me.  Not even with me showing up personally to follow up on my resume.

I’ll try again if that’s what it takes.  I’m not one to give up.  I’ve come this far.  Mama and daddy never believed that I’d make it through school.  They said that I wasn’t cut out for that, but they were wrong.  Despite my grades in high school, they never believed in me.  Probably because they never made it past ninth grade.  Part of me thinks that they were jealous. Daddy worked as a courier, and mama answered phones part time for the church.  How they managed to buy this house is beyond me, but I heard that it was through some inheritance daddy got when his daddy died.

I go visit my aunt every day without fail.  We’re very close.  Closer than I’ve been with anyone.  She never married and never had any kids, so she’s got me, and I’ve got her.  Aunt Kay doesn’t drive.  She’s blind.  And she can’t work, either, save for the sewing jobs that she does for the hospital.  Her blindness came from the diabetes that she’s had since birth, and it wasn’t until she was in her forties that it happened.  Before that, she was also an accountant, and yes, you guessed it, that’s where I got my passion from.  Aunt Kay loves to help me with homework and assignments.  Numbers are our thing.  But truthfully, that’s how come I can get away with using her address, because I check her mail for her daily.

This is also why I can’t burden her with my problems.  I’d love to live with her, and I do take care of her, but she’s a lot like me, I suppose.  Despite her blindness, she’s very independent, doing all the cooking, cleaning, and she even has a neighbor take her to run errands.  I take her to the doctor, though, but that’s only because I don’t like him.  I think he’s the reason she lost her vision, but she denies that.  Aside from the diabetes, she’s very healthy, and she looks after herself well.  Kay walks daily, and she has an exercise bike, she eats well, and I swear if she can find some way, she’ll work again one day.

Kay doesn’t know about the house foreclosing, either.  There’s a lot that I don’t tell her.  She worries a lot.  And that almost always affects her health.  I’d hate to be the cause of her getting sicker.  Truthfully, it doesn’t help either of us. We only have each other.  As far as she’s concerned, I’m still in school full-time, working part-time, and I’ve only got another semester left, before I can start fresh.  As I drive away from the ranch, I start to wonder if perseverance will serve here.  And I also wonder if it’s better to catch Mr. Barnes when his brother isn’t with him.  Being an only child, I never understood that siblings can be annoying, until I saw my boss’s two kids fighting incessantly.

I make up my mind to go to the library and get some homework done, using their computer and internet, and then I’ll go back to the ranch later, after work, maybe after dusk, when his workday is over.  It’s a risk, but at least then his other interview will be over, and I can put on the charm, without his brother there.  I’ll take that gamble.  What have I got to lose?  By the look of that ranch, he needs my help.  I heard from a few people in town, that his last assistant left him without notice, and he’s behind in paying his bills, and while I didn’t see the inside of the house, the outside looks like he’s in terrible need of help.  There’s a newer house being built next to the older one, but I’ve heard that it’s been a long time coming, and the builders are lax.

After I take a quick run into Dallas, to check on Kay, I head back into Copper Cove, with a fresh change of clothes, using my aunt’s bathroom as a change room, and I pull up to the ranch.  Mr. Barnes is sitting on his porch, sipping tea, looking tired and disheveled.  His eyes are fixed on a loose floorboard when I exit the car.  It looks like he’s in another world, as he didn’t even notice me pulling up to the house.  “Good evening.” I say to him conversationally.  He’s too tired to look surprised, but he nods all the same.

“Good evening.” 

“You didn’t call me, so I thought that I would just pop by. I know that’s unconventional.”  He doesn’t say much.  He doesn’t even seem to care that I’m here.  “You look like you had a rough day.”

He scoffs, shaking his head.  “You could say that.  My interview didn’t show up, one of my builders walked out on me, my one brother that’s talking to me, now isn’t talking to me, and I’m too goddamn tired to cook something, so I’m drinking tea for supper.”

I walk back to my car, expecting him to ask where the hell I’m going, but he doesn’t.  As I open the cooler in the back seat, I pick up the sandwich that I’m saving for tomorrow, and bring it to him.  It’s wrapped in tin foil and cellophane, and he looks at me first, before taking it.  “What’s this?”

“Turkey on rye.  It’s delicious.  I was saving it for lunch tomorrow, but you look like you need it more than I do.”

He shakes his head, but ultimately, he unwraps it, takes a bite, and offers me the second half of it.  I lift a hand.  “It’s okay.  I ate dinner already.”

“Yeah?  Where’d you eat.  What’s your secret.”  He asks, like there’s some hidden food source in town that he doesn’t know about.

“Betty’s.  Great food at a great price.  They know me by name there.  She says that she’d offer me a job there, but all her positions are full.”

“I never eat out.”

“How come?”

He gives me a look.  “Ah, never mind.”

I change the subject.  “If your interview didn’t show up, how come you didn’t call me.”

“I don’t need the trouble.”

I look at him.  “More trouble than what you’re in now, you mean?”

“I can handle it.”

“Where’s your brother?  Is he your partner in crime?”

“Not anymore.” He answers, and then he takes another bite.

“Want to talk about it?”

“Not even a little bit.”

I decide to take a different approach.  “You mind if I use your washroom?”

“Be my guest.”

I rise and go inside.  The house is a disgusting mess.  Papers everywhere, books piled on top of other papers, dishes piled up in the kitchen, a computer that’s switched on, showing unpaid bills, a mess of accounts, a spreadsheet that hasn’t recorded anything in a month, and a pile of unopened envelopes, some stamped in red with ‘Final Notice’.  It’s a risk, but a risk worth taking, as I organize some of the piles, open the mail, and start inputting bills into the computer.  The passwords are handwritten on sticky notes, stuck to the side of the computer monitor, so it’s easy to navigate.  

It takes me all of five minutes to enter the newer bills and start a ledger for the next month.  That’s when I hear him come into the house.  Feeling brave, I simply keep working, acting like I don’t hear him, hoping that he’s still too tired and defeated to chide me.  He draws in a deep breath and releases it, looking around.  “Well, what’s your assessment.” He says as more of a statement.  “Am I in deep shit or what’s the damage.”

“Money’s not your problem, Mr. Barnes.”

He grumbles.  “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Fair enough.  First, you shouldn’t leave your passwords all over the monitor.  Second, if you set up automatic payments, half of these bills wouldn’t be an issue.  Third, I know a young girl that can clean up this place in two hours, twice a week, and charge you next to nothing.”

“Greeeat.  So, you don’t clean.”

“I didn’t say that.  What I’m saying is that you need someone to do your books way more than you need someone to clean your house, and Missy is desperate.”

“Who’s Missy?”

“My former dormmate’s younger sister.  She’s a year younger than me and her folks won’t let her work for a fast-food joint.”

“Can’t say I blame them there.”

“Anyway, if you have resumes, or if you want me to set up some job postings, we can get you ranch hands that won’t care about your reputation around town.  I assume that’s why you haven’t hired anyone local?”

He nods. “That’s right.  Nobody will work for me.  It’s just the damn builders, but they’re from Dallas.”

I turn the monitor around so that he can see it. “I’ve got these invoices set up to pay.  If you give me your banking information, I can get them done automatically.  We can work on a temporary basis if you want to see what I can do first.  You can pay me minimum wage if that’s what you want, to start, and then we can go from there.  I can work from seven o’clock in the morning, until two o’clock in the afternoon if that suits you.”

He draws in another breath and releases it, and I think I'm wearing him down.  He looks at me, like I’m going to be the death of him.  “Answer me one question.”

“Sure.” I answer, thinking that this may be an interview yet.  Then he shoots me with one I don’t expect.

“Why in the hell are you living in your car?”

I hesitate, tilting my head, and I level with him.  “I’m sure you heard that my folks died in a car wreck.”

A simple nod.  “I did.”

“The house went into foreclosure, my only living relative is blind and living in Dallas, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to burden her with my problems.  I’ve almost got enough saved up for first and last month’s rent, and until then, my head rests on my back seat, Mister Barnes.” I stare at him.  “Or, what has the town been saying about me.”

He rakes a hand through his hair. “I don’t know shit about what the town says, nor do I care.”

“Good.  I feel the same.”

Then, he shoots me with something else I don’t expect.  “If I pay you under the table, will that help with your schooling?”

“I’m afraid my combined income doesn’t earn me enough to worry about that.  Besides, my scholarship ran out earlier in the year, and I’m too old to apply for an orphan’s pension.”

“How old are you?”

“It’s...not an appropriate question to ask on an interview.”

“You routing through my things isn’t an appropriate way to behave during an interview, either.”

“This wasn’t an interview.”

“Then we don’t have a problem.  How old are you, Miss Charlon.”

“I’m twenty-three.  I went to university a year late, if that matters to you.”

“How come?”

“Because my folks were hell bent on keeping me here in Copper Cove, and wouldn’t pay for my schooling, whether it be here or away on campus, so it took me an extra year to come up with the money and to apply for a scholarship.”  I swallow.  “And why does it matter how old I am, anyway?”

He smirks distastefully, scraping a hand down his face.  “Because the last thing I need is for the town to be thinking...things...about what I’m doing with you.  Last thing I need is for them to think that you’re a minor.  At least this way it’s half the trouble.”

“Why do you care so much about what people think, Mr. Barnes?  You’re about to bring this town a decent revenue stream once this ranch is up and running smoothly.  If you can get your act together, half of your problems will go away, if you want my opinion.”

“It’s easier said than done, I’m afraid, Miss Charlton.  You see, I have the added bonus of my folks’ word getting around town, too.  And even they don’t care much for me.”

“Mine didn’t care at all for me, Mister Barnes.”

“At least yours are dead, and they can’t cause you problems anymore.  No offence.”

I raise a hand.  “None taken.  I mean, I loved my mama and my daddy, but I can’t even remember a time when either of them cared for me.  I was a burden to them.”

“And that’s why you don’t want to be a burden to anyone.”

“Exactly.  My folks did one thing right, Mister Barnes, they gave me nothing, which made me work for what I have and ask for nothing in return.  I don’t work for free, mind you, but I never take anything.”

He walks around to the monitor and tears off one of the sticky notes.  He shows me the back of it.  It’s got his bank card number and the pin number.  “I suppose you’re right about that.  Hell, you could have cleaned my clock if y’all wanted to.”

I look at him expectantly.  

He swallows and scrapes a hand down his face again.  “Fine.  You’re hired.  But I just have one more question.”

My face is like stone, despite the relief I feel inside.  “Go ahead, Mr. Barnes.”

“Why the hell did y’all come back to this town, anyway?”

Then I hit him with an answer that I never expected would come out of my mouth.  “Some day I’ll tell you.”







OEBPS/images/7d3a913f-f706-4215-9fa3-1a0b67be7937.jpeg







