
  
  Reviews


“The Rescues”

“The Rescues brings the series full circle, returning to Harmony Hills with a story that hums with quiet strength. Ripley Capilano’s chance arrival at the ranch and her bond with a traumatized horse set the stage for one of the series’ most emotionally nuanced romances. Her relationship with the guarded and steadfast Ty Stanton unfolds with slow-burning depth. Their journey from cautious strangers to soul-deep partners mirrors the horse’s recovery—pain yielding to trust, and fear to faith.” ~ Prairies Book Review

“The Rescues is a heartfelt exploration of love found through healing rather than perfection. As Ripley helps restore a traumatized horse’s trust, she and Ty slowly confront their own fears and past wounds. Standridge’s writing is immersive and compassionate, blending emotional growth and quiet romance into a cozy yet powerful story about learning to begin again.” ~ NewInBooks.com Review

“For some years now, I’ve been looking for stories that have meaning, that are captivating but also offer a lesson. In The Rescues, I found everything I was looking for in a novel: a strong and determined protagonist, a gripping plot, and compelling characters…This is undoubtedly a story to fall in love with, to return to what we left forgotten, and to relive.” ~ Amazon Review

“I was captivated by this moving story from beginning to end…This book left me feeling good and gave me the knowledge that there is always hope for another chance and a better future.” ~ Amazon Review

“This captivating story had me glued to every page. I found the use of a horse as both a connection and a mirror to be absolutely brilliant; it reflected exactly what the protagonists needed to face in their lives things they had been avoiding until that moment…It’s a journey that helps you not only discover the true reasons behind your actions but also work through them to lighten the emotional load. I highly recommend this book to anyone looking for a story full of hope, where the great quest to find true strength and courage within oneself is at the heart of a beautiful narrative.” ~ Amazon Review

“It left me feeling like I had actually been to Harmony Hills, breathing in hay, silence, and second chances. Seeing Ripley heal an injured horse while, almost without meaning to, letting Ty get close to her own emotional wounds, feels genuine, tender, and not at all forced. It’s one of those romances where the process of learning to trust again is almost more enjoyable than the inevitable.” ~ Amazon Review

“The Rescues is the perfect example that second opportunities appear anywhere and also that love changes everything. Jordan Standridge has penned a thought-provoking and tender story that touches themes such as love, courage, strength, and opportunities…It’s a great novel with well-portrayed and complex characters that display a rollercoaster of emotions. So, if you’re fond of love and touching stories, you should read this one.” ~ Amazon Review



“The Secret”

“Standridge introduces Morgan O’Connell, a woman clawing her way out of grief to rebuild both her life and a sanctuary for others. Harmony Hills is more than a horse facility—it’s the heart of Morgan’s recovery. Standridge ties Morgan’s emotional recovery to the daily work of restoring trust, both in herself and in others. Though the story’s suspense heightens the stakes, it’s Morgan’s self-discovery and the authenticity of her connections that give it real depth.” ~ Prairies Book Review

“Jordan has a gift for bringing characters to life. Her writing is passionate, vivid, and flawless in my eyes. I could imagine everything so clearly… The emotional depth felt real… Highly recommend!” ~ ARC Reader/ Amazon Review

“The Secret  explores the inner lives of women who carry stories that signify strength and courage. These stories show how vulnerability and strength can go hand in hand, not as opposites, but as partners in growth. I found this book really amazing as it portrays women as emotionally raw, real, and deeply human. The characters were not flawless or unbreakable, but they continued to move forward and defy their challenging paths. The book was well-written in every single way. I loved how easy it was for me to connect to it and learn from the life lessons it instilled. An amazing read, as a whole!” ~ Amazon Review

“The Secret is a truly heartwarming story of strength, resilience, and second chances. Morgan O’Connell’s journey after a personal tragedy is inspiring—she rebuilds her life from the ground up, transforming Harmony Hills Equestrian Center into one of the finest facilities in Arizona. What I particularly admired was how she navigated not only the business side of things but also the emotional healing required to move forward. Her friendship with Ty Stanton is lovely, and his support helps her take the brave step of opening her heart again. Enter Josh Wright, whose instant connection with Morgan adds a touch of romance. But, of course, Morgan has a secret—one that brings tension to the story. It’s a beautiful tale of love, trust, and finding peace after hardship. A truly enjoyable read!” ~ Amazon Review

“[The] Secret was such an amazing book, it kept me in suspense from one chapter to the next. I am not an avid reader, but could not put the book down until I had it read. Such courage by the main character Morgan, that it would give anyone hope and courage to move on with your life. The love that grew between Morgan and Josh was so real and very uplifting…You will not be disappointed in buying and reading this book. I look forward to more books by this author.” ~ Amazon Review

“This book [The Secret] is fire! The characters will draw you in, and make you feel like you’re there. It is so good, I even read it in the bath tub! Must read!!!!” ~ ARC Reader/ Amazon Review

“Jordan is really great at making the reader attached to the characters. You can feel the soul behind them. She brought every character to life with the passion she’s invoked! It’s absolutely going to be a book I buy and re-read as a comfort.
“The humor has been amazing as well! I haven’t laughed out loud reading a book in a long time. And I’m a stone, so to actually cry while reading it was amazing. This one book really was able to touch all of my emotions and made me tap into them as a reader. Reading certain chapters definitely had me on the edge of my seat. I feel such an attachment to the characters and I need more! I’m hooked!” ~ ARC Reader

“This [The Secret] was very good. It’s like a Hallmark mystery movie.” ~ ARC Reader

“Just finished The Secret. Loved it. Jordan writes so you can relate to the characters. You can feel their ups and downs. You felt what they were going through, and the courage they had to reinvent their lives and move on. The book completely held your interest so that you did not want to put it down but to keep reading to see what happened next. There was a surprise twist at the end that I didn’t see coming. When reading the book, you actually feel what the characters feel. Can’t wait for her next one. So far loving what I’ve read from her.” ~ Goodreads Review


“The Witness”

“The Witness shifts gears into high-stakes suspense. Raina, whose act of selfless courage turns her into a target, is thrust into a nightmare of trauma and pursuit. What follows is an emotionally gripping narrative where action and tenderness coexist in perfect balance. The pacing remains taut, the stakes high, but Standridge never lets the heart of the story fade. Through Detective Channion Scott’s devotion and his growing feelings for Raina, the novel becomes less about survival alone and more about endurance and human connection. 
“Standridge’s prose is vivid yet unpretentious, the dialogue authentic, and the pacing perfectly tuned…She brings both the ache of grief and the promise of healing to life with quiet emotional precision.” ~ Prairies Book Review

“Raina is a vivid presence throughout The Witness, filled with urgency from the very first page. Author Jordan Standridge does a very good job of convincing the reader that this woman is the sort who would instinctively intervene to save someone’s life. Her recovery from her injuries and developing relationship with Channion as he strives to protect her both emotionally and physically are compelling and authentic… The sense of danger as Raina slowly recovers her memories and the police close in on the criminals is convincing… The Witness is buoyed by its core character relationship. Channion and Raina’s burgeoning romance set against the backdrop of danger is consistently interesting and engaging.” ~ IndieReader Review

“HEA!!! Wow. A page turner for sure. Just about the time you think you know where the story is going, there is a twist and turn I was so not expecting. It’s impossible to stop reading once you start.” ~ Amazon Review

“I’m a huge fan. This book [The Witness] has incredible character development, making it easy to get attached to everyone. [Jordan’s] attention to detail truly brings the story to life, immersing you in the world they’ve created. It’s a fun journey to go on with the characters, and you can’t help but feel invested in their adventures.” ~ ARC Reader

“Fantastic book! Best book I have read all year. It has it all…courage, strength, laughter, romance, suspense, friends, and family.” ~ Amazon Review

“This…was an amazing book. I got intrigued by all the characters and could easily relate to them. Once I started reading the book, I could not put it down. I would recommend this book as a great read.” ~ Amazon Review

“Great mystery (police FBI). Best ‘free book’ ever!…Words to describe: RIVETING, PAGE TURNER, CLEAN, SUSPENSEFUL, GREAT CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT, WELL WRITTEN AND MORE! WILL BE READING MORE of this author’s books, and they don’t have to be free!” ~ Goodreads Review

“…This book keeps you in suspense. Lots of turns and twists with a few surprises thrown in. I loved this book even more than the first one…” ~ Goodreads Review

“Man, am I ever glad I read this book! I started this morning before going to work, was almost late to work because I didn’t want to stop reading, came home from work and read non-stop until the book was finished. I connected with the characters. The descriptions in the book were so well written, I could visualize what was happening in my head.”                      ~ Amazon Review

“I just finished Jordan’s book, The Witness. Can’t say enough. The main character starts her day going from just driving down the road to fighting for her life.
“The book is full of suspense from one page to the next. Just when I would go to put it down, something else would happen and I would have to keep reading to see what happened next. The book held [my] complete interest from beginning to end. 
“The main character fights hard for her life, her loved ones, and for what she believes in. She never gives up, but holds on to her values along the way. Can’t wait to see more from this author. Well done!!” ~ ARC Reader

“The Women of Strength, Courage, and Hope” Series

“Standridge’s heartfelt trilogy traces the intertwined journeys of three women overcoming loss and danger, each uncovering that the path to healing runs through connection as much as endurance. 
“Rooted in the heart of Arizona, the stories feel authentic and alive. The expanse of the desert and the quiet pulse of ranch life anchor the emotional intensity of each story. Read together, the three novels form an emotionally cohesive trilogy that celebrates endurance, compassion, and second chances.
“Standridge’s prose is vivid yet unpretentious, the dialogue authentic, and the pacing perfectly tuned to the rhythm of each story’s emotional stakes. She brings the ache of grief and the promise of healing to life with quiet emotional precision. Harmony Hills feels real and lived in; a refuge where pain meets possibility and where the land itself seems to mirror the characters’ longing for peace. 
“Fans of Debbie Macomber’s Cedar Cove series and Nicholas Sparks’ The Rescue and Safe Haven will find much to admire. A page-turning, emotionally charged trilogy that blends suspense, romance, and redemption in equal measure.” ~ Prairies Book Review


“Jordan’s work has genuinely inspired us. Each narrative resonates deeply, exploring profound themes of faith, resilience, and the transformative power of the human-animal bond. Her storytelling captures universal messages of hope and personal growth, making her work truly special.
“Jordan’s work is captivating with its emotionally resonant themes and interconnected narratives. The layered storytelling not only keeps readers engaged but builds anticipation between books. Her stories on faith, resilience, and hope also make them ideal for book clubs and online discussions. She has a genuine, emotional storytelling that distinguishes her.” ~ ARC Reader 
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  To those who know animals are furry people who truly feel like we do. They experience sadness, fear, pain, and loneliness. They also exude love, loyalty, and compassion.

 

And those who know this also understand these furry people deserve those last three from everyone. Please spread the word to those who don’t know. 



Be their voice.
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  Chapter 1


Tuesday, July 7
They were frying eggs on the sidewalk when she drove by. At least, that was her best guess when she saw the young kids squatting down, staring intently at them. She noticed all of the broken egg shells littering the sidewalk and smiled in amusement. 
When she saw the little girl holding a yellow plastic spatula in one hand and a salt shaker in the other, she laughed. She hoped their parents had a sense of humor.
After running errands in town, she’d already decided to stop for lunch at one of her favorite watering holes, The Neon Moon. Seeing the eggs, though, tempted her to head to an IHOP or Waffle House instead. But since she was almost to her original destination, she decided to stay the course. 
Cooking for one while her husband Josh was away wasn’t all that appealing to her. Letting someone else do the cooking and cleanup definitely was. She figured she’d allow herself at least one freebie while he was away from home. 
And this just so happened to be the one she chose. 
When she turned into the parking lot of the Western-themed restaurant, she immediately noticed the large two-toned brown motorhome parked in the back of the large paved lot. Noting the tan car still hitched to it, she assumed the owners were inside enjoying the local offerings. 
She appreciated the courtesy of the motorhome driver for parking out of the way—and for supporting a local business. She pulled into a spot near the door and put her truck in park. Since the Arizona sun was doing its best to melt metal—and fry eggs on sidewalks—she slid her windshield sunshade into place to block it. Rolling down her windows a little, she turned off her truck with a flick of her wrist.
The cool air hit her when she walked through the front door into the lobby. God bless the man who invented air conditioning! she thought. She snapped the carabiner hook that held her keys to her belt loop as she walked through the swinging doors that led into the afternoon dining area. She paused to remove her sunglasses and let her eyes adjust. 
A waitress smiled and called out to her as she headed toward the kitchen with some dishes she’d just cleared from a table. “Hey there, girl! Sit where ya want. I’ll be right with ya!”
“Will do, Jo!” she called back. 
Glancing around, she felt a bit surprised when she didn’t see any older people at any of the tables. She assumed the motorhome in the lot was being driven by an older couple enjoying their golden years in style. Or someone tired of expensive mortgage payments.
Looking to her left, she saw a middle-aged man in the corner booth reading on his phone, and a young couple sat at a two-top. Looking to her right, she saw three men laughing over something on one of their phones. Then she saw a lone woman who looked about her age. Sitting at a table by one of the wide windows that showcased the local scenery, the woman was dunking her French Dip in the little bowl of au jus. The window shade was partially pulled to tone down the bright sunlight over her table.
Remembering where she’d been, in particular the feed store and the vet clinic, she made a detour to the restroom. When she came out, she wandered over to the tall tables along the far wall, choosing one that was a respectable distance from the other woman. Sliding onto the stool, she waited for Jo to come back out. Glancing over, she saw the woman apparently texting somebody, and then her smile at their apparent reply. 
Jo came back out, drying her hands on a towel and smiling at her as she walked over. “Hey, Morgan! Sorry about the lag time there. I was showing our new dishwasher how the Hobart worked. Where’s your honey?”
“No worries. I’m not in any rush. Josh went camping with Ty and Damien. They left yesterday. Male bonding time,” she replied, trying to keep a straight face. “If I’m not mistaken, my Fourth of July Extravaganza wore them out!” She shrugged her slender, muscled shoulders as she added, “It’s the only thing I can think of that’d make them want to go camping in the hottest part of the year.”
“Well, if they went up into the mountains more, it’s bound to be cooler than down here. And it’s always good to see you!” Jo rested her own foot on a stool rung and leaned on the tall back. “I stopped by that day, but you were so busy I don’t know if you saw me. And I swear your event gets bigger and bigger every year! My family and I had an awesome time, by the way. My nephews from Nebraska hated to leave, so I have a feeling they’ll want to come back next year.” 
Pleased, Morgan smiled. “I’m glad you all had fun. And I hope you gave me an amazing online review. They’re so crucial in today’s world.” With a raised eyebrow, she warned, “And don’t lie and say you did because you know I can log on right now and check.”
Jo laughed before saying, “I will write an amazing review for you.” 
“I’ll wait,” Morgan deadpanned. 
Jo chuckled. “I will… Cross my heart and hope to die and all that.” She tucked the towel in her back pocket. “So, what’re ya in the mood for today?” 
“I’ll do the blackened chicken sandwich combo. But I’ll do a salad instead of the fries, with ranch, no croutons. And an iced tea. No, make that a Pepsi.” Remembering she was trying to cut back on her only vice, she amended her order again. “Nope. Better make that the tea.”
Twirling her pen in her fingers, the petite blonde grinned at Morgan’s indecision. “Cutting back on the Pepsi again, I take it?”
“Trying to.” 
“Oh, just have one. Treat yourself.”
“I’m a Pepsiholic. You should be supporting me in my decision, not encouraging me to fail.”
“Sorry!” Jo laughed. “Make the tea half sweet, half unsweet?” At Morgan’s nod, Jo said, “Coming right up.” She went to the Point-of-Sale station the owner recently upgraded and put in the order. She poured the large iced tea and brought it over to her regular customer and friend. “It’ll be a minute or two on the salad. They’re being made now.”
“Okay.” 
“Crackers?”
“Nope. Not this time around. Thanks though.”
“No croutons. No crackers. No Pepsi. You’re off your feed, girl. You sick?”
Morgan laughed and shook her head.
With a drawn-out, thoughtful “Hmmm,” Jo gave her a doubtful look before she headed over to her other tables to check on her customers. As Jo chatted with the young couple, Morgan’s attention returned to the woman who was now looking around at the Western décor as she sipped her drink. By its color, Morgan bet it was a Pepsi and sighed.
Noticing the lady who had just come in looking over at her now that the waitress had left, the other woman debated with herself for a split second as she set down her drink. Since the woman looked and sounded like a nice person, she decided to strike up a conversation. “Hi! I take it you’re a local?” she asked with a friendly smile.
“Sure am!” Morgan replied with a smile of her own. “I take it you’re not?”
“Nope. I’m traveling through and saw this place as I was driving by. It looked interesting so I thought I’d turn around to see if it was any good. I prefer to taste the local mom-and-pop type places rather than the chains, you know?”
“Absolutely. And trust me, the owner here appreciates it!” Morgan took a long sip of her tea before asking, “What do you think of it so far?”
“Service is great. Food is terrific. Atmosphere rocks!” 
Morgan nodded. “Yeah, you got it all down. You should be here at night because that’s when you really get to see the flavor of this place! 
“We have a live band on weekends, karaoke on Thursdays, and pool tournaments on Wednesdays if enough people sign up, and they normally do. Oh, and line dancing lessons on Monday and Tuesday evenings, and sometimes in the afternoons on Fridays. Sunday is really the only down day here. 
“And, of course, there are usually friendly people to chat with. But if you like to sing, come back in a couple of days if you’re still here. I’m Morgan, by the way.”
“Ripley. Nice to meet you, Morgan.” She shook her head as she added, “And no, I don’t like to sing. Not in public anyway. Sometimes, there are certain things one just shouldn’t do. That’s a huge one for me.” 
She turned in her chair to look around. Seeing the authentic pieces of various Western equipment hanging on the walls and from the ceiling, Ripley had a thoughtful look on her face. “You said you have dancing and a band? Here in the restaurant? That’s different! Like a Mariachi band?”
Morgan leaned against the back of her stool to get more comfortable. “Oh, no… Actually, yes. But no.”
Confused, Ripley asked, “What?”
Morgan sighed. “Can you tell I went to public schools growing up?”
Ripley laughed.
Grinning, Morgan clarified her answer. “Yes, here in this building but not in this restaurant part.” Pointing, she said, “Over on the other side of that wall is another part of this building that has the bar and dance floor, and that’s where the place comes alive. The band isn’t Mariachi, but a local band that plays a bit of everything. 
“Oh, I almost forgot to mention the gift shop!” Morgan pointed in the general direction. “They have the Elmers.”
“The Elmers?”
“You need to go see him! He’s with the Montana Silversmith stuff. Elmer is an adorable horse figurine. There’s a filly, or mare, too… Ellie. Anyway, they’re like collectibles and are absolutely precious!”
“Gotcha. I’d love to see them unless they’re too cute because my RV lacks display space. But maybe as gifts? Maybe I’ll check them out.” 
“You really should.”
Ripley considered what Morgan had also said. “It’s smart to have a bar, dance area, a full restaurant, and a gift shop. Handy too. If one area has a slow day, odds are the others will pick up the slack. And when all are going full swing, there’s profit to be made!”
Morgan nodded. “Yep, and that’s exactly what Kyle expects! This place has been around for decades, so it’s a bit of a legend around these parts. It’s family-friendly on this restaurant side, and then caters to adults on the other. There are lots of regulars, so we tend to spot newcomers pretty easily.”
“That’d be me,” Ripley said cheerfully.
They sat in a comfortable silence for a minute. Ripley really took notice of Morgan for the first time. The long, layered sun-bleached brown hair topped off a slim, fit body that showed defined muscles underneath the blue t-shirt. The dusty boots she had hooked over the rungs of the stool across from her looked worn and comfortable. 
Ripley casually studied the woman, deciding she couldn’t imagine the woman wearing anything but what she was. Her style seemed to be a part of her genetic make-up.  
Morgan turned to face her fully, ready to ask the visitor a question. When she did, Ripley was struck by how captivating she was. She had these green eyes that seemed to lock onto a person’s, making it hard to look away. How’d she miss seeing them when they introduced themselves? Morgan must’ve been in shadow for her to have missed seeing those eyes. 
“Wow,” she said quietly.
Her original question pushed aside, Morgan looked at her. “Wow what?”
“Your eyes… I mean, wow. I’m sure you get comments on them all the time, don’t you?”
At that point, Jo walked up with Morgan’s freshly-made salad with a side of ranch like she preferred. “Sorry for the delay, Morgan. They were apparently waiting for the tomatoes to ripen.” 
Morgan grinned as Jo turned to answer Ripley. “Hardly a day goes by without someone saying something about those eyes of hers. And yes, they’re real. And this is her free of make-up too. 
“Yep. Morgan here is known as our local Green-Eyed Beauty. People come from miles around just to look into her eyes. She’d have made a fantastic gypsy fortune teller. Still could.”
Morgan laughed as she picked up the ranch dressing, using her fork to scoop it out before she responded to Jo’s comment. “Is that so? Since when have people been coming around to stare into my eyes? I’m pretty sure I would’ve noticed.”
Jo grinned. “They were discreet about it. They were worried you’d get uppity and vain if you knew. They like you as you are—sweet and humble, friendly to all.” Jo gave her a couple more napkins as Morgan rolled her eyes. 
Ripley laughed. “I think she’d be vain already if that was in her character. It apparently isn’t.”
Morgan shook her head but grinned. “Thank you. And as long as my man is happy, I am too.”
Jo nodded. “Oh, your man is plenty happy. Josh is a lucky man, and he knows it. Of course, I’d have to say you’re a lucky lady to have him. He’s such a prize!”
Morgan readily agreed. “No argument there.”
Intrigued, Ripley took a sip of her drink as she listened. “Are you guys like one of those perfect couples or something?”
Jo nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, yeah. Josh and Morgan are two peas in a pod. They go together like peanut butter and jelly. Maybe more like electricity and lightbulbs.”
Morgan choked on her salad at that last comment, so Jo good-naturedly leaned over and whacked her back a few times. After she got done coughing, Jo asked playfully, “You good?”
Nodding, Morgan looked at her for a moment. “Really, Jo? ‘Electricity and lightbulbs’ is a new one,” Morgan said when she could talk.
“Yes, ma’am. You two have this electricity between you. It’s like this high-voltage current everyone can see or feel when you two are in close proximity to each other. Actually, when you even just talk about the other, you both just light up. It’s the darndest thing!” Jo gestured to Ripley. “Look at her. Was she glowing like this before we began talking about her Josh?”
Ripley dutifully studied the woman. Looking at Morgan’s face, it did seem to now glow like an old fluorescent lightbulb that was just warming up. There was now a certain softness to her smile as well as her facial features. Her body posture seemed to change as well.  
Her own heart skipped a beat as her glance went from Morgan to the waitress. “Well, no, she wasn’t. But now… Wow. That’s so romantic! Oh… my… gosh! My heart just completely seized up in jealousy. How can you stand to be around them?” She looked back at Morgan, saying in awe, “You are glowing like a lightbulb!”
Blushing, Morgan just took another bite of her salad. She had to admit Jo was right. She and Josh did have electricity. The high-voltage kind, she thought with a secret smile.
Ripley leaned against her table, asking casually, “Does your Josh have a brother?”
Both Jo and Morgan laughed. Glancing at her occupied tables, Jo said, “Excuse me.” 
As Jo left to take care of one of her customers, Morgan replied, “No, just sisters. And his best friend is a great catch too—which his wife would tell you in a heartbeat.” Morgan thought of Damien and Laura with fondness. “I’d have to say they’re just like my husband and I are.” She took another bite of her salad. 
“Hmm. Must be something in the water around here. Maybe I really should look into staying for a while although I was already thinking about it. This just gives me more incentive!” Ripley joked.
Morgan grinned as she pointed her fork at Ripley. “Well, desert water is different than city water all right. You might wanna stick around. Maybe you could test out that theory if you’re in the market.”  
“I’m not actively looking whatsoever, but never say never, right?”
Morgan finished her salad and was just pushing away the empty bowl when Jo plopped her blackened chicken sandwich down in front of her. “I threw in a few fries. No charge.” 
Jo walked over to Ripley’s table, replacing her almost-empty drink with a fresh Pepsi. Ripley thanked her with a smile.
“Would you like dessert today?” Jo asked the visitor. “We have great desserts. Just ask Morgan here when her mouth isn’t full.”
With her mouth full of her chicken sandwich, Morgan just nodded in agreement. Her green eyes sparkled with humor. 
“Were you a dentist in a past life, Jo?” Ripley asked as she shook her head. “I’m stuffed, but I’m sure you’re right. Your portion sizes here are more than fair, and my meal was excellent. I’ll be sure to give you guys a five-star review.” She sighed. “Anyway, I should probably be heading out fairly soon. I still need to find a place to stay.”
“Gotcha. Did you want a to-go cup of Pepsi?”
“Sure. And I can just dump this one into an empty cup.” 
“Comin’ up.” Jo went to the touchscreen computer and printed out her bill. She slipped it into the slim brown guest check presenter with a pen in case she wanted to pay with a card, then she put together a large cup and lid. As she laid the bill presenter and the cup down on the table, Jo asked, “Are you looking for a hotel? Bed and breakfast? Dude ranch?”
“A ranch would be great. That’d be a new experience, that’s for sure. But I mean like an RV park or campground. I need somewhere I can park my RV that has connections for it. I haven’t taken the time to look yet as I just got into town. Do you know of either that’s clean, safe, and reasonably affordable?” Ripley slipped her credit card into the presenter and handed it back to Jo.
Morgan chewed as she listened. Recalling Ripley saying her RV had no display space made Morgan look at her again. With a surprised look on her face, she asked, “Does that motorhome out in the lot belong to you?”
“The tan and brown one? Yeah, that’s my home. It saves me from taking chances on finding a clean and safe hotel with vacancies. It’s generally convenient to travel in and way more fun. I travel quite a bit.”
“It looks incredible. Where do you normally live, your home?” She took another bite of her sandwich.
“Excuse me again. I’ll be back in a sec.” Jo took the check presenter to the register to run her card.
“Home is my RV. In a nutshell, I guess you could say I’m homeless… Or at least houseless. No solid, permanent roots anywhere, I mean.” At the surprised look again on Morgan’s face, she explained, “Just think of me like a turtle. I take my home with me everywhere I go!”
“So, what then… You just live in parks or campgrounds?”
“More or less. It’s hard to beat where I live sometimes. I’ve been on the circuit to travel the continental United States for the past few years or so mainly for work. And sometimes it’s just for me because I want to, and I can. 
“When I’m ready to move on, I just unplug my house, pack it all neatly away, hook up the car, and simply drive away. Footloose and fancy-free.”
“It’s my turn to say wow!” Morgan drank some tea as she mulled it over. “So how do you work? You said you traveled for work.”
Ripley nodded. “Yes, I do. But I can work anywhere I want to. Because of what I do, my lifestyle is one of my choosing. It works well for me. As long as I have phone reception and hopefully internet access, I’m good to go. But I definitely work, and the hours are varied. I can, and do, take off whenever I want to though.”
Jo, returning and putting the check presenter with her receipt copies on the table, asked, “What do you do that allows you to live in an RV and travel the country? That sounds like a plan!”
“I’m an independent distributor for a food science company that deals with natural supplements. I help people build their own businesses like mine. Others I just help to get better health results. Many times, it’s both.” 
Opening the presenter, Ripley removed the receipts. She added a generous tip to the Merchant Copy and signed it before slipping it back in, hooking the pen in the loop. She slid her copies and her card back into her purse.
Morgan nodded. “Well, that sounds great. How long do you plan on sticking around?”
Ripley shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. Sometimes I’ll stay at a place for a month. Sometimes just a few days. There’s really no rhyme or reason to it. When I’ve seen all I wanted to see, or done what I came to do, then I move on.
“I have distributors and customers all over the US, so most of my travel does include going to my people and seeing them. I spend my time doing meetings, sharing my story, and encouraging them to hang in there if they ever get down or frustrated. It can happen to the best of us and often does. 
“Just because we have total freedom and control of our lives doesn’t mean we didn’t have to work hard for it.”
Morgan motioned for Ripley to wait. “You asked about a place to stay? If you want an RV park, there’s a few I know about in general. I don’t know what they charge, or how good they are, but I can give you directions. Or, you can easily find them with a GPS. Those parks are pretty popular in this part of the country especially during the winter months.”
“I’m sure they’re packed then. It’s actually one reason I planned on coming here later on in the year. And that’d be great, Morgan. Thanks.”
A thought popped into Morgan’s mind. She didn’t want to rush into anything, so she took another bite of her sandwich, slowly chewed it as she thought it through. 
Ripley patiently waited. 
“You said you’d like the ranch idea?” Morgan drank some tea as she warmed to the idea she’d just had.
“Sure. Who wouldn’t? Horses, cattle, dogs, and cats. I can add it to one of my adventures. I’ve visited a few ranches over the years but didn’t stay at any of them. They seemed interesting, though, and I love country living.”
Morgan nodded. “Well, if you want to, you could rent a spot out at my place. It’s not an actual ranch but an equestrian center. I do have two dogs but no cattle. And the cat lives in my house.”
“Really?”
“Sure. I wasn’t just going to toss Freeway out on her own when Josh and I got married and he moved in. She’s always been an inside cat. It’s safer for her inside too. Coyotes and hawks, y’know.”
Jo laughed as she set a fresh glass of tea down in front of her friend. “I think she meant about staying at your place, not that your cat lives in the house!”
Ripley laughed while Morgan just grinned, her green eyes sparkling with amusement. “I know, but I just wanted to be clear on that.” She looked at Ripley again, a twinkle still in her eyes as she continued, “It’s a large facility, and it’s busy. Pretty much any-time-of-day-busy, but it’s still quiet and peaceful compared to living in town. 
“I have five spaces that can accommodate motorhomes and trailers. And where they are, it’s quiet and fairly private even though you’re technically out in the open. 
“Since I hold horse shows out there fairly often, I’ve added them in over the years for those who have trailers with living quarters. Or for people who rent out stalls for their horses on long trips since my place is listed on the internet as a horse motel. 
“You’re more than welcome to take a look at it. I wouldn’t charge you any more than a park would, I guess. Internet shouldn’t be a problem if you can hook up to WiFi. I have internet in the barn offices, so if you have WiFi capabilities you should be fine. Our cell phones work great, so that shouldn’t be a problem either. 
“I just have a renter’s form that you sign that releases me, my property and business from accidents and liability. There’s no lease to abide by. You just leave when you’re ready to because you pay in advance. You can stay for a day, a week, or a month or whatever. Well, unless you cause me issues.”
Jo nodded. “If you want privacy, a different scene, and possible Western adventures, Morgan’s place would be a great place to consider. She’s as honest as the day is long. It’s safe out there too.”
Ripley nodded. “I think it sounds like a great idea! I’d like to check it out first. Is it available now?”
“Yeah, all spots are open. We just had a horse show a few weeks ago, and the Fourth of July event last weekend. It’ll be a while before we have another show or anything. Follow me out, and take a look. If you don’t want to stay there, it’s no problem at all. I won’t take offense. It’s just an option for you to think about.”
“Okay. Sure.”
Ripley went to the restroom, and then wandered around the building as Morgan finished her meal. She went to the gift shop and saw the Elmers. She bought a few as gifts—assuming she could bear parting with them. They were too cute! 
Since Ripley had assured her she was in no hurry so she didn’t need to feel rushed, Morgan added a caramel sundae for dessert. Jo was busy cleaning tables, checking out her other customers, and taking orders from new ones while Morgan finished. When Morgan paid Jo and left her a tip, she added a note and a smiley face on the receipt about leaving a review for her horse business. She headed to the restroom again before leaving. 
“Ripley… I’m ready to head back if you’re ready?” Morgan called out.
With a nod, Ripley followed her outside into the dry summer heat and the bright sunshine. Both women slipped on their sunglasses immediately. Morgan pointed to her truck so Ripley knew what to follow. “Do you need to get gas or anything first?”
Ripley shook her head. “I filled up when I got to town, so I’m good to go.” 
“All righty then. Well, follow me, Ripley, and we’ll see where this road takes you.”






  
  Chapter 2


Morgan drove out into the desert and slightly into the mountains along the wide, paved highway to her place of business and residence. Harmony Hills Equestrian Center was her pride and joy, her purpose in life. She’d sacrificed everything she had to build it. It was now a well-known and respected business. 
With her longtime best friend Ty Stanton at her side, she finally got it where she wanted it to be. She and Ty were extremely close, and she couldn’t picture Harmony Hills without him. 
Years before when she’d met Josh Wright, she was profoundly thankful he wasn’t turned off by her having a man as her best friend. As it happened, Ty had met Josh before she did and had refused to let Josh near her. He guarded her until he was certain of the type of man Josh was, and she dearly loved Ty for doing that. 
When Josh later learned the personal reasons why Ty was so protective of her, Josh respected him for watching out for her. Much to her relief, Ty and Josh had also become great friends.
There were times when Morgan would simply sit there, marveling at how blessed she was having two amazing men in her life. One was a dear, valued friend and the other her devoted, loving husband. She loved them both to pieces and would walk through the Valley of Death for either one of them—twice a day, every day.
Loyalty, trustworthiness, honesty, integrity, and a work ethic were something they all had in common. All that and a sense of humor were mandatory if you wanted to impress any of them. Not to mention a love of animals—especially horses.
All of her staff were loyal and great to have there. She was careful when she hired employees so there was less chance of issues arising. But she knew at some point, a couple might be leaving. 
One of her instructors, Kat, had been offered a position in Iowa for a stable that was being built there and was still debating taking it. While Morgan supported her, she also wanted Kat to stay.
And Alexis… She had her sights set on loftier goals than cleaning horse stalls for a permanent vocation. Morgan would miss her the most since Alexis had been there since nearly the beginning. 
Morgan was practically a foster parent to Alexis, who was now a young woman taking college courses. Ty often said he felt like her dad, so they joked they were Alexis’ second set of parents while Josh was now her third dad. Alexis had first come there as a barn rat while in middle school, and now she was a big part of their makeshift family.
Nearing her place, Morgan activated her turn signal to give Ripley plenty of time to slow down for the turn into the driveway. Turning into the second entrance since Ripley had a large vehicle and was towing, Morgan led her to where the hook-ups were. She pulled to a stop and rolled down her window. 
When Ripley stopped her RV, Morgan called out, “Leave your rig here, Ripley. Come in here, and I’ll give you a tour.”
Ripley nodded, shut off the engine and headed over to Morgan’s truck. As she shut the truck’s door, she said, “This place is awesome!”
“Thank you. I like to think so!” Morgan smiled in appreciation. “I’ll drive you around so you can get the feel. People who stay back here generally use that second entrance we came in on and not the first one we passed with the overhead gate. Less traffic dust that way and more privacy. If you stay and are just driving your car, it doesn’t really matter to me. But if you’re in the RV or towing definitely use the second entrance.” 
Ripley nodded as Morgan drove slowly along the hard, sand-packed lane toward the barns. 
“I require everyone to drive slowly for obvious reasons. You’ll see my speed limit signs that say ‘walk’ or ‘trot’ to let you know what you can do. Cantering and galloping are only allowed on the highway!” She smiled when Ripley laughed. “If you speed, then you’re endangering horses and people, so out you go.” 
She pointed to a large barn. “Up here is the barn for lessons and boarders. We have two indoor arenas as well as a few outdoor ones. All around are the paddocks and what we jokingly call the pastures. Not having grass out here like back East, we just make do with what we have. This barn is named Quail Run. Each barn is named after something I felt or saw that made me decide to buy this place. 
“Customers and clients can come at almost any time they want to. I do have basic barn hours, and they can vary a little as the seasons change. In the summer months like now, customers can come out as early as six to beat the heat. Some of my workers come in closer to four-thirty to feed the trail horses, but don’t worry because they’re fairly quiet. 
“I do close the barns by nine at night, year-round. I think the horses need some quiet time. I also have a security system in the barns I don’t want people setting off at all hours. When it goes off by accident, Josh shoves me out of bed to take care of it. I’ve found out that I tend to bruise when I hit the floor!” Morgan joked as they drove by Quail Run. 
Ripley smiled, picturing it in her mind. “I guess that means your famous electrical current gets disconnected?”
Morgan laughed. “Complete power failure!”
They both laughed. Driving slowly along, Morgan pointed out another building. “Red Rock is our feed barn. The doors to it are always closed in case we have a loose horse. It’s also to keep out any wildlife like snakes, javelina, or coyotes.”
“And to keep out the dust?” Ripley joked as a sudden swirl of air near them scattered dirt and dust every which way. Morgan chuckled and nodded as Ripley read the name of the pole building as they passed by. 
It was so clean and organized here! It definitely made a favorable impression on Ripley to stay.
Driving through another parking lot and turning up a short lane, Morgan pointed. “This is where we hold horse shows and random events. It’s also used as the horse motel. This barn is Grand View and is the largest overall due to the larger indoor riding arena, and of course, the shaded seating areas.” 
Morgan continued on to the last building. Although good-sized, it was the third largest building there. “This is where my main office is and also where the trail rides take place. It’s called Sunset Ridge. Odds are if someone is looking for me, I’m up here. 
“But I also give riding lessons, train some horses still now and then, go on the road for shows and clinics, and I have my own horse I love to ride. It’s really a coin toss on where I’m at any given time, but try here first.
“If I’m at home, as in my house, I prefer not to be disturbed on my time off. We all respect each other’s privacy here. Since we all work long hours, I insist on it. It’s also just common courtesy. If you need something and I’m off, I’m sure anyone here can take care of it for you.
“I also detest drama. People who stir it up don’t stay. My customers want to come out here to play with their horses, de-stress from their jobs or even family life, or to spend time with their family. They want to enjoy nature, fresh air, and fellow horse lovers. And they pay me a good sum to ensure they get it. I do my level best to honor that expectation, so gossip, drama, and such is not welcome… Ever.”
Ripley nodded, saying, “I understand completely. That’s one thing I love about living in my RV, and how I work. No drama! Is there anything worse? People who gossip and backstab others have always made me sick. People really need to mind their own business.
“And I agree, too, with your privacy. There has to be a time for us to recharge, to simply get away from work for a while.”
Morgan nodded as she stopped the truck to wait for a middle-aged man heading toward them on a stocky black horse with two white socks to go by. The horse’s ears were up, and he was looking right at them but was walking at a nice, forward gait. 
“Nick’s new horse here is still in training, so I’m going to wait until he passes us. He’s just three. He’s been learning fast, but he tends to look for things to spook at.”
Morgan smiled at Nick as he rode by. She continued as they waited, “If I’m not here, next in line authoritative-wise is Ty. He’s my longtime best friend and overall manager. He’s kept in the loop on everything that goes on here so if I’m gone, he’s it. I have Kat and Mel basically managing Quail Run, but Ty’s over them too.” 
Seeing Nick get far enough away, she slowly drove the truck forward again.
“Josh also knows most everything. He has his own business and isn’t here too often at the barns unless he’s riding himself. Like you may have heard at the restaurant, both of them are camping. Our house is up there.” Morgan pointed to a two-story house on a hill that was hard to actually see from there due to the natural foliage of various cactus species and trees.
Ripley nodded, her head trying to wrap around the scope of the property. Thinking about the property value of a place like this, she was wondering how someone of Morgan’s age could afford it. She broached the subject casually. “So you own this place? It’s yours?”
“Yes.” 
That’s it? Ripley wondered to herself. A simple yes? What, did Morgan deal drugs or something? It wasn’t any of her business, so she didn’t ask further questions. 
Heading back around to Ripley’s home on wheels, Ripley noticed how friendly they all seemed as three riders waved and smiled as Morgan drove by them. 
Morgan mentioned, “I’m always reminding people about wearing sunblock, drinking water, and preferably wearing a hat or helmet. The first two are stressed far more in the hotter months.” 
As she drove along, she saw her two German Shepherds come running across a paddock toward them. With a smile, she gestured. “Ah, there they are! The Darrells.”
“The what?”
“My dogs. They’re each named Darrell and are practically inseparable.” 
Morgan grinned at the two dogs trotting alongside the truck now. Their chocolate brown eyes were full of happiness at seeing their mom back home. She slowed down even more so they could keep up without overexerting themselves. “They’re friendly, so you don’t have to worry. Darrell G’s the female, and Darrell B’s the male… G and B for girl and boy, you see? We just call them Darrell, or The Darrells.”
Ripley wondered about someone giving their pets the same name. As she thought about it, though, it did have a good dose of humor and common sense to it. She smiled as the dogs joyfully bounded alongside, giving out an occasional bark in their excitement. 
Pulling to a stop beside the RV, Morgan turned off the engine and slid out her door. Ripley followed suit and stopped beside her as the two dogs vied for their mom’s undivided attention. The Darrells noticed Ripley and immediately began nudging her for some more loving.  
Ripley laughed in delight. “Oh, your dogs are gorgeous. Hey there, Darrell! Look at your doggie smiles!” She tried to pet both dogs at once, but their large, squirming bodies were making it difficult. 
Morgan smiled as she watched Ripley try to pet them as they turned and twisted in their excitement at meeting a new person. “They’re friendly, but they’re still security dogs. They let us know if someone is prowling around, or if there’s a wild animal or snake around. They’re both snake-trained.”
“Snake-trained?” Ripley asked, looking up. “What’s that mean exactly?”
“It means they were sent to an expensive trainer on the other side of the mountain range over there”—she pointed in the general direction—“to be able to find, distract, or kill snakes. 
“Personally, I don’t mind them overall… even the venomous ones. They all have a part to play in the ecosystem, but I also have to keep my place reasonably safe.” She added, “Josh has a healthy fear of them, so The Darrells are here for him too. I absolutely respect his fear of snakes. He’s certainly not the only one around here who feels this way either.”
Ripley replied, “Hard to blame him.” She was still bent over, petting the dogs who were calming down some now. “How old are The Darrells?”
“They’re around nine. Knowing Shepherds generally live ten to thirteen years, it saddens me to think they’re nearing the tail end of their lives. They’re siblings from the same litter, so it’ll be doubly hard if they both go around the same time, you know? 
“I love all of my animals like they’re my kids, so I can’t even think about not having them here. I’ve had these guys since they were puppies.”
Ripley nodded as Morgan motioned for her to follow while The Darrells happily joined them. Walking down the line, Morgan said, “If you want to stay out here, I’d recommend picking this one at the end. It’s farthest away from the barns so more privacy. And with you being at the far end, if I got a horse motel client they can park closer to Grand View and their horses.”
Ripley looked around, gazing at the mountain views, the well-kept buildings and fences. She watched the horses in a nearby pasture lazily soaking up the sun while a couple more were cooling off underneath the shaded buildings, their tails occasionally swishing at the flies. Another horse, a young sorrel, trotted to the fence, whinnying to some horses being ridden nearby. It was so peaceful and quiet out here. She’d never get this in an RV park! Her thoughts were broken into when Morgan gave a little groan. 
Morgan then exclaimed, “Oh… I hate it when horses don’t whinny back! Murphy there is just trying to be friendly to those others, see? She’s saying, ‘Hi!’ to them, but they don’t even look at her. It’s just so… rude. Poor little girl…”
Ripley laughed heartily. They listened as Murphy said ‘Hi!’ again in horse talk, but there was still no response from the others. Ripley looked at Morgan, who was still smiling as she watched and waited to see if they would. Ripley said, “Maybe they think they’ll get in trouble talking to a stranger? Or not paying attention to their riders?”
Morgan laughed at her suggestions. “It’s still rude!” 
Both women watched as poor Murphy finally gave up and began slowly walking back toward her equine friends who were sunbathing. Her facial expression and slow walk made Morgan’s heart hurt.
“Oh… She looks so sad, doesn’t she? Poor girl!” Morgan said softly.
Ripley had to agree. “She does! Ouch. Man… I kinda feel like going over there to say hi to her myself!” 
Nodding in agreement, Morgan watched until Murphy joined her pals.
Ripley looked around again. “How much would you charge me?” She squatted down on her heels so she could pet the two dogs again behind their ears more comfortably.
Morgan slid a glance her way. “To pet and console Murphy? Nothing at all. Kindness should always be free.”
Ripley laughed as Morgan now grinned down at her. 
Morgan finally got around to answering her. “Rent includes the space, water—try to use sparingly as water is a precious resource in the desert—electric, sewage, WiFi, pure country living, and privacy. You can also use the large dumpster up at Quail Run for your trash. Just be sure the lid is always down when you’re done. There’s a recycling bin there, too, if you want to help save the planet.”
Morgan watched the woman pet her dogs while she continued, “My usual charge is forty bucks per day, and the standard week’s deposit for those who know they’ll stay a week or more that is fully refundable as long as you don’t break anything, steal from me, or trash my place. And you get it all in writing. And I just ask for your ID and a contact in case of an emergency.” 
One of the dogs suddenly leaned against Ripley, and she had to catch her balance so she wouldn’t topple over. She smiled at Darrell G, who was giving her the sweetest puppy dog eyes as she leaned on her, vying for more attention over her brother. Looking around, Ripley considered it. Only forty bucks a day. And people paid closer to three times that for a hotel with questionable cleanliness and noise issues! It was very tempting. 
Morgan added, “You’ll have to sign a renter’s agreement and release papers, so if you get hurt or something, my property and business are completely protected. There are stipulations about trying to ride the horses, hosting loud parties, setting off fireworks, no bonfires, and that kind of thing. 
“I don’t mind if you drink alcohol in moderation, but no minors can. I won’t put up with drunks either. Absolutely no drugs of any type are allowed at all. And if you smoke, it’s not allowed anywhere near the barns, and you’d better be sure your butts are completely out and stored in a metal container. I better not see them on my property. Fires out here are beyond deadly.”
Ripley nodded. “Sure. I can completely understand all of that. None of those are a problem for me. I don’t smoke, do drugs, and rarely drink, so those are all clear.” 
Ripley looked around some more, making sure she wasn’t making a rash decision. But no lease, being able to leave whenever she wanted to? An RV park or campground would probably charge about the same, if not more, especially if it was a fancy one with pools, a laundry facility, and a community center. 
And where else could she get these views? There was plenty of space to go running, walking, or hiking too. And she was the only camper out here. It was really all just a breath of fresh air. And she was back with horses. She loved that perk the most.
Ripley stood up, hands on her slim hips. With a smile, she declared, “You got a deal, Morgan. We’ll start with the rest of this month, and go from there.”
With a wide smile, Morgan shook her hand. “Great! Welcome home, Ripley! Let’s pop back up to Sunset Ridge to get you squared away.”
Ripley got her purse from her RV, then climbed back into Morgan’s truck. They drove back up to the office to complete the paperwork with The Darrells riding along in the bed of the truck, standing on old towels Morgan had in the back seat so they wouldn’t burn their paws on the hot metal. Morgan introduced her to a few of her wranglers, Toby, Maya, and Drew, who were running the barn for her that day and taking out trail rides.
Afterwards, Morgan drove her to Quail Run and introduced Ripley to her two riding instructors, Kat and Mel, so they knew who she was. Ripley was impressed again at how friendly everyone she met was. They easily made her feel at home, and that was a feeling she didn’t really recall getting anywhere else she’d been. At least not this quickly. She even met a couple of customers who were there getting ready for a lesson.
“I doubt I’m going to remember everyone’s name,” Ripley said as Morgan drove back to her RV. “I’m still working on the barns.”
“Don’t worry about it. Some of them won’t remember yours, and you’re only one person.” Morgan smiled. “If you need anything, just head up to the office or ask anyone you see walking around. If they don’t work here, they’ll at least point you in the right direction of someone who does. 
“And I’ll give you my business card. If something should happen, or you need something, you can just call or text. But no calling in the middle of the night unless your place is on fire, rolling off a cliff or something, okay? Obviously if an emergency happens, call me!”
Ripley chuckled. “Yes, ma’am. Keep it within business hours. Understood.” 
Morgan watched as Ripley un-hooked her car before they discussed what’d be the best position to park the RV in. After moving it into position, Ripley activated the hydraulic jacks to keep it balanced and level. She opened one of the large storage compartments to get out the hoses and tubes she needed to hook up to the water and sewage lines. 
Still watching, Morgan was impressed at how adept the woman was. Obviously, this was something she’d done many times as she had an efficient routine. Ripley hooked up the electric before they went inside to make sure everything was working properly. 
Morgan had never been inside an RV before, and Ripley was more than happy to show her around. “Watch this,” Ripley said as she flipped a switch. An entire section began sliding out, adding an impressive amount of space to the living area. 
Morgan said in awe, “So that’s how you people do that!”
After the living room was enlarged by one slide-out, Ripley motioned for Morgan to flip another switch. She did, grinning. “And there’s your dining room! It totally doubles the width of this thing!”
“Yeah, so now I live in more of an odd-shaped rectangle than a narrow tube.”
Ripley flipped a third switch, causing her bedroom to double in width. Morgan stood there, watching in wonder. She was also impressed with the many storage compartments. She couldn’t believe there was even a small washer and dryer! And a kitchen that had every appliance a person needed.
As she was walking down the metal steps, Morgan said, “It’s very roomy. And you have tons of storage space, don’t you? You can carry everything you need. I never would’ve guessed there was that much to an RV. Josh and I might need to get us one of these toys someday!”
Ripley smiled. “They are nice. It’s a huge pain if it ever needs work done, but for me, it’s been fairly rare. Everything needs maintenance and repairs after all. I went a little more on this one to get that washer and dryer, and they’ve come in handy many times. 
“This thing is horrible on gas, as you can imagine. However, it beats having to pack and unpack, find clean hotel rooms, and all that hassle. And I don’t drive it daily, just when I’m going from one place to the next. 
“And maybe best of all, since it can run off propane, electricity, has a large battery, and comes with a generator, I don’t really worry if I run out of propane or a storm knocks out the power. I’ve got automatic backups.”  
Ripley walked around to the slide-outs, checking them over. “That should do it!” She wiped her hands on her shorts as she looked around, taking in the mountains. “Thank you so much for offering your place, Morgan. I’m so glad I decided to turn around and stop at The Neon Moon. If I hadn’t, we’d never have met, and I wouldn’t be here right now. It’s my lucky day!”
“And I stopped there too.” Morgan smiled. “I’m a firm believer in things happening for a reason, Ripley. Who knows where this might lead you? Maybe nowhere, but you’re here now!” With a grin, Morgan got into her truck, saying, “Well, I need to get back up there. Gotta use all this horse wormer I bought. Here’s my business card.” She handed one to her. “If you need anything, just let me know. 
“You can hike the trails whenever you want to. It’d be best if you let one of us know just in case something happened, okay? And when you get back so we don’t worry. You can just text me, too, if you don’t want to talk to anyone. Just for safety’s sake, all right? 
“If you’re running, please slow down to a walk in case a horse feels like spooking. Watch out for snakes. They don’t always rattle as a warning, day or night… And not all do rattle. And don’t forget not all are venomous, but it pays to just think they are until you know for sure.”
“Gotcha.” Ripley automatically looked around, almost expecting one to suddenly appear. It’d been a while since she’d been in a desert environment for any length of time. Having to remember these all-too-real situations were reminding her of one more reason she loved to travel… away from the desert. But she also appreciated the desert life and scenery.
Morgan added, “Don’t reach into dark areas without carefully looking first. Oh, and shake out any shoes you leave outside in case of spiders or scorpions. Tarantulas we don’t really see much out here, unless maybe after a heavy rain. Frankly, if I were you, I wouldn’t leave any shoes outside at all. And smaller snakes have been known to slither into boots before.”
Ripley stood stock-still. “Seriously? Snakes in boots?” She shuddered at the thought. Then she asked, “Aren’t The Darrells trained for bugs too? Like the scorpions and such?”
“They can’t be everywhere at once.” Morgan smiled. “I’m just giving you tips for living in the desert. They’re also listed in those papers I gave you with your receipt. Coyotes generally won’t bother you. The Darrells have them pretty much under control, so they don’t really come too close to the barns. Plus, the horses can scare them off. 
“Bobcats and lions are pretty much loners and don’t want to be around you either. They really don’t come down here but still, it pays to mention them.” Tongue-in-cheek, Morgan counseled, “It’s just good to pay attention to your surroundings.”
Ripley’s eyes were wide, and she audibly choked down her spit. “If this is your idea of saying, ‘Welcome home, Rip. Enjoy your stay,’ you really suck at it! You’re making me a nervous wreck!”
Morgan laughed before she said, “You’ll be just fine, Ripley. If you get scared tonight, it’s okay to call or text me… even after midnight. I’ll program your number into my phone so I’ll know to answer it, okay? I do have the means to protect you. 
“But seriously, I know the first night could be spooky out here for you. You can leave your windows open, but lock your door.”
“You’re mocking me, Morgan.”
“Not at all. Just trying to say, ‘Welcome home, Rip. Enjoy your stay!’” She grinned.
With a rueful smile, Ripley shooed her away. “Go to work, Morgan. I’ll see you around. And thank you again.”
“You’re welcome.” Morgan smiled as she reminded her to give The Neon Moon those five stars she said she would and drove back to her
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