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        For Aunt Debbie.

        For the contraband pet rabbits as a kid

        and the eternal support for all of my dreams, I thank you.

      

      

      

      
        
        I love you always.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m late for work. I’ve never been late for work. Not once.” Vance set a plate of food on the table with such force the bacon slid right off the plate and onto the floor, where it was immediately vacuumed up by the dog. His shoulders slumped a little, and he briefly wondered if parenting was always this hard or if it would have been easier if he hadn’t come into an instant family of teenagers and pre-teens. “I’ll make you more bacon, Jasper. Gimme a second.”

      “Was it possible to be late at your other jobs?” Valentine, the oldest sister, asked pointedly. “I mean, weren’t you some kind of spy or thug or something?”

      “Yes. Exactly. They even put ‘spy or thug or something’ on my business cards.” Perhaps she had a point. He’d never actually punched a clock in his life. Still, her sass was irritating. “I am a punctual person. I need this job, guys. We need this job. Help me out a little.”

      “What do you want me to do? I’m not the one feeding Freckles all the bacon.”

      “Look, I get that you don’t want to go to school today, but it’s not optional. Go check on your sister. See if she’s almost out of the bathroom so Charlie can get a shower.”

      “I told you to get a house with two bathrooms.”

      Vance sucked in a deep breath, and with it, a hundred things he shouldn’t say but desperately wanted to. He pointed in the direction of the bathroom and mouthed, “Go.”

      Valentine gave the half eye roll that he’d come to understand meant he was an idiot.

      “You’re not allowed to be a typical teenager,” he called out to her retreating back as he pushed the buttons on the microwave with more force than necessary.

      “You get that microwave, big guy,” Jasper quipped around a mouthful of scrambled eggs.

      “Not you, too.” Vance glanced at the boy as he snagged some dirty plates off the table. “Us guys have got to stick together. We’re outnumbered.”

      “Hey, Jasper, sing our song?” Charlie, the youngest sister, interrupted, her hazel eyes sparkling with mischief.

      “If you’re not going to get a shower, Charlie, you at least need to brush your hair.” Vance actually thought the wild tumult of curls was cute, but he could sense the disapproval of the other moms the last time he’d let her mane go untamed. He was learning the rules. Slowly, but he was learning.

      She ignored him, still intent on getting Jasper to join her in their silly little song and dance.

      “One time.” Jasper agreed, the pair busting into a choreographed chorus of “Peanut. Peanut. Peanut butter jelly time.”

      “What does that even mean?” Vance was dumbfounded anew, even though this was now a morning ritual.

      “It doesn’t mean anything, man.” Jasper shrugged, his easy smile taking the edge off Vance’s darkening mood. “It’s just fun. Do you ever have fun, big guy?”

      “I used to. Then I had kids.”

      “Words wound.” Jasper’s delivery was deadpan, his blue eyes large and innocent.

      Vance’s lip twitched as he fought with a smile. “Eat your bacon and go get ready for school.”

      “My bacon is still in the microwave. You forgot to give it to me.”

      “Then get it. I’m making your lunch.”

      “Is it . . .” Jasper glanced at his sister and they broke into their chorus again, “. . . peanut. Peanut. Peanut butter jelly time. Peanut. Peanut butter jelly time . . .”

      Vance tried to tune them out. He was going to have that stupid song stuck in his head all day now.

      “Vance!” Valentine called him from the living room.

      “Don’t yell!” he shouted back.

      “You’d better get in here. We have a problem!”

      Vance put down the butter knife in his hand and rolled his eyes heavenward, going to meet Valentine in the living room. “What is it now?”

      “Just remember I have no control over what I’m about to tell you.” Valentine took a deep breath and seemed to consider her next words carefully.

      Vance had the distinct feeling he was about to be obscenely late to his first day at work.
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      Robin re-read the message, her irritation rising with each subsequent pass. Not only had her boss hired some gorilla against her wishes, now the gorilla was texting her that he’d be late for his first day on the job. She wondered just how tight this guy was with the boss, or if she’d be able to fire him when he turned out to be a terrible mistake. Not that she’d met the man, but she’d seen his resume—if one could call it that—and someone with his past had no place on a boys’ ranch.

      “Phoebe, I just got a text from the gorilla. He’s going to be late.”

      “It’s his first day. Who’s late on their first day?”

      “Apparently you can do whatever you want when you’re Batman.”

      “You aren’t going to call him that to his face, are you?” Phoebe stopped typing and looked up from her computer monitor. “I’ve heard he hates that nickname.”

      “It seems nicer than gorilla.” Robin knew she was being witchy, but she couldn’t help it. It wasn’t fair for Devon to force this stranger off on her, even if he was the one writing the checks that kept their doors open.

      “Look, if you have time to kill, why don’t you go do the grocery shopping for the Christmas open house on Friday? It’ll get you out of the office for a bit.”

      Robin considered her friend’s words. Maybe Phoebe was right. Getting out would do her good. And apparently, she had plenty of time. “Yeah sure. Can I pick up anything for you while I’m there?”

      “Since you mentioned it . . .” Phoebe handed her a hastily scrawled out list.

      “Gee, that wasn’t planned or anything was it?” Robin wasn’t really upset. She’d be lost without Phoebe—in life and at the Remuda Ranch—so picking up dog food, a bottle of wine, and feminine products was the very least she could do.

      “Thanks, darlin’.” The Georgia was thick in Phoebe’s drawl as she smiled sweetly at Robin.

      “Anytime, sugar,” Robin attempted her own drawl, though not actually being from the South, it was rather wanting.

      Robin hoisted herself into the ranch’s Chevy Suburban, wondering if she looked as ridiculous as she felt clambering into the beast. She’d rather take her car, but the groceries for the fundraiser would never fit. Technically, they didn’t need to raise funds. Devon would write her a check for anything she asked for and seemed to have bottomless pockets. But she didn’t like being so dependent on one donor, leaving her completely at the mercy of his will.

      Of course, to be fair, it was Devon who’d believed in her way back when she’d had this crazy idea for opening a boys’ ranch for foster children who were at risk of slipping through the cracks. The ones who couldn’t find adoptive homes and tended to run off from group homes, which usually meant they’d end up in a gang or trafficked. Robin had speculated that if they had a ranch to call home, a place that helped throwaway animals find a place in the world, it would give them a purpose. Maybe a purpose worth sticking around for. Devon had thought it was a good idea and helped her buy this place and set everything up. Now they rescued good horses from feedlots and trained them for the rodeo circuit, with the boys each having a vested interest in one horse at a time. It took the focus off of what was wrong in their lives and showed them broken things—and people—mend with time, love, and patience.

      Devon had also sent her Phoebe, who’d worked with a lawyer in Atlanta running a shelter for trafficked girls. Phoebe understood the ins and outs of running a non-profit and what was involved with overcoming trauma. The two had clicked instantly and the ranch was soon thriving. A little voice akin to guilt told her to stop being such a brat and give the new guy a chance, but she wasn’t quite ready to do that. She couldn’t let go of the fact that Devon didn’t seem to trust her to take care of a few random threats from thugs who didn’t like what they were doing here. Robin appreciated the concern, but that’s what her 20-gauge was for.

      She parked the behemoth inordinately far from the front door because she didn’t trust herself to park near anyone without owing them a paint job. Grabbing a cart from the corral to save a worker the trip, she tried to clear her head so she could focus on her grocery list. She’d forget something if her thoughts were scattered. And her thoughts were usually scattered.

      Three rows in, she was so intent on remembering her list she nearly ran right over a man standing in the middle of the aisle. Each mumbled an apology. He stood back for her to get by; she almost passed him before registering the situation. The poor guy looked painfully baffled by the selection of feminine products in front of him. She needed to grab some for her own list, but she didn’t want him thinking they were for her. And if left to his own devices, he might very well stand here all day. Robin stopped the cart, took a deep breath, and turned back to look at him.

      It was the first time it really registered in her brain that he was a beautiful man. No, too intimidating to be beautiful. He was hot. There was no other way to say it. Robin cleared her throat, mentally batting down the images that popped into her head. “Do you need help?”

      “What?” He looked startled, like a deer caught in the headlights of the Suburban.

      “I’m guessing your girlfriend didn’t tell you what to buy,” Robin explained. “Do you need help?”

      Relief washed over his face. “Yes, please. But it’s not for my girlfriend. It’s my little sister. It’s her first . . . one . . . and I guess I kinda thought her older sister would take care of this stuff, but Val assures me they can’t use the same . . . things . . . so here I am. I had no idea there were so many choices.”

      Heaven help her, Robin couldn’t help doing a mental fist pump at finding out he wasn’t here for a girlfriend. She reminded herself he might still have one, and it was really a moot point. He wasn’t from here, which meant he was probably just passing through. Though it wasn’t rodeo season, and they didn’t get many tourists when it wasn’t rodeo season. “So, she’s young and new to this? Then I’d go with something like this one.” Robin snagged a package off the shelf and handed it to him.

      “Thanks.” He graced her with a smile.

      Okay, the smile is beautiful. Robin realized she was smiling back. “You’re welcome.” She had to force herself to move on, lest she give in to the temptation to stand and smile at him long enough to make things awkward. Just walk away while you’re the hero of the day, she admonished herself.

      She’d die rather than admit it to anyone, but Robin spent the next two aisles thinking about the sandy-haired stranger. She was so busy thinking about him that she ran into him with her cart a second time.

      “Ouch.” He winced, laughing when he recognized her.

      “Sorry. Apparently I’m a danger to myself and others today.”

      “You wield that cart fiercely.”

      “I’m telling myself that’s a good thing.” She realized what aisle they were on and smirked. “Your sister is too young to use wine to get herself through the week. You might want to try chocolate. It’s over by checkout.”

      “The wine is for me, but I’ll remember the chocolate, too. Thanks for the tip.”

      “I know it’s none of my business, but are you new to being around girls?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      Robin kind of wobbled her head, not quite a nod but more of a maybe.

      “You’re brutally honest.”

      “Sorry.” She wasn’t actually. She really should stop apologizing for a trait she rather liked in herself.

      “No, I like it.”

      There was that grin again. Her heart did a flip-flop.

      He grabbed a bottle of wine off the shelf and held it up for her inspection. “Do you think this will get me through the horrors that await?”

      Robin inspected the label. “It’s a wise choice.”

      “Thanks. You’ve saved the day a second time. And in answer to your question, yes, living with girls is very new to me, though I seem to be overrun with them of late.”

      Robin arched her eyebrows, unsure how to respond to that.

      “I’ve recently taken custody of my sisters and brother,” he explained. “I didn’t even know they existed until a few months ago. Insta-family.”

      “Ah.” Seriously? Was this man even real? Hot enough to melt her into a puddle right here in a box store and the kind of guy to take in kids who needed him? There had to be a catch. She realized she wasn’t entirely sure she cared what the catch was. She wanted to know this man better, which led her to do something she’d never done in her entire life. Before she could talk herself out of it, she fished her card out of her wallet and handed it to him. “In case you have any other questions about girls.”

      “Thanks. I just might take you up on that.”

      There was that damned smile again. It was driving her to distraction. “I’d better get back to work.” And circle back to get the rest of Phoebe’s list, she mentally added.

      The man glanced down at the card for the first time. His expression faltered; something she couldn’t read flitted through his eyes. Whatever it was, it passed quickly and he brightened, half-saluting, half-holding the card up as he said. “Thanks again. See you around.”

      She puzzled over his behavior, not realizing until it was too late to ask that she’d never gotten his name. Oh, well. She’d probably never see him again, and she didn’t need a name to have happy dreams about the sandy-haired stranger with incredible green and gold eyes.
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      Robin burst through the door back at the ranch, dying to tell Phoebe about her encounter at the store. She wasn’t even sure how to begin. “I helped a beautiful man buy Kotex” didn’t seem to quite fit the bill for something this monumental. Robin didn’t flirt, well except on occasion at the rodeo. She was a sucker for cowboys—particularly pickup men—but that didn’t count. When it came to everyday stuff, Robin was too busy running this ranch to give men a second glance. So the fact that her stomach was still fluttering over this particular man, even after having to make two more stops to get all of the necessary supplies for the party Friday, felt important.

      Phoebe looked up when Robin burst into the room, plunking an armload of bags on her friend’s desk. “Here’s your stuff. Come help me unload the rest.”

      “Sure. Oh, hey, Devon called to see how the new guy was doing. I told him he hadn’t showed yet.”

      Robin almost growled, her good mood completely evaporated. “What did he say when he heard his precious gorilla hadn’t shown up?”

      “He said he’d try to find him to see what’s up, and that it wasn’t like Batman to be late, so you shouldn’t judge him too harshly until you find out why.”

      “What kind of grown man goes by Batman?” Robin rolled her eyes, spinning around to retrieve the next load. She got two strides before she ran into a solid wall of man with an “ooph.” Strong hands reached out to steady her as a deep chuckle filled her senses.

      “Most people don’t call me Batman to my face,” he assured her. “I prefer Vance. And you really should start looking where you’re going.”

      Robin’s eyes flew to his face, recognition hitting her with a sickening thud. No, she silently railed. My sandy-haired stranger is not the gorilla Devon sent to babysit me. I won’t allow it. “People call me Robin to my face,” she retorted aloud. “I don’t know what they call me behind my back.”

      Robin wondered if Phoebe had mouthed the answer because Vance glanced at her, and a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. She could see the amusement dancing in his eyes.

      “You can let go of me now.” Her tone was icy, belying the heat radiating out from where his hands still clasped her arms.

      “As you wish.” The words were soft as a caress. He tipped his head in a half-nod as he released her arms, though he was slower to step back a pace and his eyes hadn’t let her go. Robin couldn’t help thinking of Princess Bride at his words, and she wondered vaguely if he was toying with her.

      “So, you’re the new guy?” Phoebe interjected. “I’m Phoebe. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Vance turned his attention from Robin, extending a hand to Phoebe. “It’s nice to meet you, too. And Devon’s right; I’m usually much more punctual. Robin can vouch for me that I had a very good reason, though.”

      Phoebe’s eyebrows shot up and she turned a very pointed gaze to Robin. “Can she?”

      Robin swallowed, “Yes, he had a bit of a family emergency, as it turns out.”

      “Thankfully, Robin saved me or I’d still be standing in the store, flummoxed.”

      “Ah,” was all Phoebe said, though Robin could tell by the look on her friend’s face the subject wasn’t dropped, merely postponed.

      “So, um,” Robin hesitated, carefully considering her next words. “If you heard what Phoebe said about Devon, you probably heard me call you a gorilla, didn’t you?”

      “I did.” His deadpan expression gave her no clue as to how he’d taken the insult.

      “That wasn’t very nice of me. I’m sorry.” Robin felt two centimeters tall.

      “Apology accepted.”

      Somehow, she expected more. She wasn’t sure what, exactly. Maybe some reassurance that he knew she hadn’t meant it would be nice, though.

      “Oh, okay.” She really needed to regain control of this day.

      “How about we bring in the rest of the groceries, and then I’ll give you a tour of the place?” Phoebe suggested. Robin wanted to protest, to say she’d do it, but she wasn’t sure being alone with Vance was such a good idea at the moment. She was willing to concede defeat and be glad that at least her partner still had her wits about her.

      “And Robin?” Vance paused in the doorway, turning back to her.

      “Yes, Vance?” Her heart tripped a beat, which made her all-the-more-angry at herself.

      “Don’t worry, I wasn’t expecting you to be my new sidekick or anything.”

      She blinked. He sounded serious. Was he serious? she asked herself.

      The corner of his mouth twitched ever-so-slightly. “You know? Batman . . . Robin . . . it was a joke.”

      “You might want to check that mouth twitch. It could be a vitamin deficiency.” She turned on heel and strode back into her office, closing the door behind her. She sank into her chair and rested her forehead on her desk. Really? Vitamin deficiency? Really?

      Robin immersed herself in paperwork; it was preferable to analyzing her recent behavior. Soon enough, it worked, and time finally began marching forward again. She’d nearly cleaned out her inbox by the time Phoebe came in and hopped on the edge of her desk, twirling a strand of blue hair and eyeing Robin expectantly. Robin admired the streaks of blue and blue-green running through Phoebe’s coffee-colored locks, wondering if she’d ever have the courage to do something that daring.

      “You know? I really do like the hair. I was skeptical at first, but it was a good call.”

      “Flattery will not get you out of talking, sweetie. There’s a story here. I know it. It’s your duty as my friend to tell me.”

      Robin took a deep breath, only to let it back out again. She wasn’t ready to talk. “Later,” she promised.

      “Um, if I don’t have every last detail by dinner, I’m inviting him to go out with us.”

      “He has a family to get home to, so nice try.” Robin hoped she was right, that his insta-family would keep him from accepting a dinner invitation from Phoebe.

      “He’s married?” Phoebe was crestfallen. “That’s no fair at all.”

      “I don’t think he’s married.” Robin hadn’t thought of that. Was he married? “He’s raising his brother and sisters.”

      “I could lap him up.”

      “Given his penchant for overhearing, don’t you think you should watch what you say?”

      “I’d tell him to his face if it wouldn’t get me in trouble for sexual harassment.”

      Robin couldn’t argue with that. Phoebe probably would tell him; she had an enviable sass. “Well, when you’re finished harassing the poor man, could you please ask him to work with Hank to learn the ropes in the stables? Until I have a chance to talk to him about permanent duties, I’d like him to clean the stalls.”

      “You’re making him shovel horse poop his first day?”

      “What would you like me to do with him?” Robin braced herself for the answer, realizing as soon as the words were out that she’d left herself wide open to all kinds of colorful suggestions from her friend.

      “He’s very photogenic. It’s good for . . . marketing . . . maybe we could put him on a brochure or something.”

      All things considered, it was one of the best things Phoebe could have suggested. “Sure. Maybe. Some other day, though. Today, he shovels horse manure.”

      “Didn’t Devon hire him for security?”

      “I don’t need help with security,” Robin snipped. “And I can’t see having someone just stand around and twiddle their thumbs. He can make himself useful while he’s here.”

      Phoebe’s look spoke volumes; Robin could feel it boring right through her defenses and the ulterior motives even she couldn’t fully identify. Sometimes having a friend who knew you that well was a gift straight from God. Sometimes it was a real pain in the ass.

      “You know what? Sure, I’ll make the poor guy shovel horse poop on his first day if that’s what you want. But I’m inviting him to dinner.”

      Robin opened her mouth to protest but knew she couldn’t without being the biggest jerk on the planet. “Fine. I have a class to teach—and I have to finalize the open house details. I promise I’ll talk with Vance tomorrow about security.”

      On her way over to the stable, Robin realized she could have picked a better task for Vance. Preferably one that wouldn’t have him underfoot while she was trying to lead a group horseback riding lesson. She really needed to get a hold of herself before she owed him another apology. It was like an out-of-body experience or something. She could see herself being unreasonable but couldn’t seem to stop.

      As she neared the stable door, Robin slowed down long enough to pull her hair into a ponytail. Inside the door, she paused again, this time to strap on her spurs. As a little girl, learning natural horsemanship and daydreaming of going to the Olympics as a show jumper, she never would have envisioned herself in spurs. Now, as a trainer for horses that would one day find themselves in the rodeo or working a ranch, she’d come to appreciate the beauty of spurs used correctly. If you knew what you were doing, they were kinder and gentler than thunk, thunk, thunking away at a horse with your heels. Of course, a horse bred for this life was an entirely different creature than the hot-blooded, high-headed horses she’d grown up with. They were smart, almost too smart. And when they put their heads down and went to work, often the best thing you could do as their rider was stay out of their way.

      “Hey, Miss J.”

      Robin looked up to find the source of the greeting, a smile lighting her face when she saw the lanky young man. “Hey, Dominic. How was your weekend?”

      “Boring. Warden didn’t let us do anything fun.”

      “Jimmy isn’t a warden, and I’m sure you got to do something.” She good-naturedly defended the weekend residential assistant for Dominic’s dorm. It wasn’t easy keeping a dozen teenage boys in line when there was constant temptation pulling them away from the program. In her opinion, all of the RAs at the ranch were saints. So were the teachers, for that matter. She had the boys for horseback riding lessons and training sessions, all things they wanted to do. It was the RAs who turned their houses into homes, groups of boys into families. And it was the teachers who got the boys the rest of the world had given up on to graduate high school and think about things like college.

      “Sure, we got to do something—just nothing we wanted to.”

      “Well, I’ll see what we can do about lining up something fun for next weekend,” she promised. “But first, you get to learn how to cue a horse with your legs. That’ll be fun.”

      “Lady, you and I have different definitions of the word fun.”

      Robin imagined they had very different definitions of the word fun. “True, but you’re still going to go get your horse. And I’ll even let you bring Rowdy out for me.”

      “Oh, you’ll let me, huh? That’s big of you.”

      “I’m a giver.” Robin’s attention was soon turned by a pair of seventeen-year-old boys coming through the door. “Hey guys. How was vocational training this morning?”

      One of the young men shrugged, the other shook his head and waved her off. “You ask that every Monday, Miss J, and it sucks every time.”

      “You never know, one of these days, you might learn something.” Robin smiled sweetly at him.

      “Not likely,” the second young man muttered.

      “You hear that, Kyle? I think Jacob just called you stupid.” Robin couldn’t resist teasing them.

      “That ain’t right, man.” Kyle scowled at Jacob.

      “I was callin’ the class stupid.” The wiry, dark-haired boy used his hands to emphasize the point. “Why you gotta stir it up like, Miss J?”

      “Bored, I guess.”

      “Aw, now, that ain’t right.” Kyle shook his head reproachfully.

      “Yeah, but them’s the breaks. Go snag your horses. We have a lot of ground to cover. Oh, and Jacob, I know you wanted to get some time in with roping, but I was kind of hoping you could give me a hand with some of the newer riders today. I promise I’ll find you some free time to work on your own stuff later.” Robin caught a glimpse of Vance out of the corner of her eye. He was smiling at the exchange between her and the boys. She tipped her head in acknowledgment; he waved in response before returning his attention to the manure fork he’d been leaning against. It isn’t fair, she thought, he even looks good shoveling poop.

      Grabbing her grooming bag, Robin hoped that she’d be able to clear her head in the amount of time it took to groom Rowdy. Teaching new riders to give up their dependence on reins to control the horse and instead rely on subtle cues from the rider’s body was a difficult enough lesson without her mind being elsewhere. But it was a lesson the three newest boys to the program would have to learn so they could graduate to choosing and training a horse of their own.

      There was a subtlety to moving a half-ton of muscle with no more than the tightening of one of your own muscles or the shifting of weight that happened when you looked the direction you wanted to go. It had taken hours in the saddle to get Rowdy to that point. And no matter how many times she taught the lesson, she never got tired of seeing the look her students got when they felt it for the first time. When you really get in that groove, it’s almost like the horse is reading your mind, not the incredibly tiny signals your body was sending.

      Of course, she never had the heart to break it to her pupils that the euphoric feeling they were having on these lesson horses would be a long time coming with the animals they’d be training. It took many miles for a rider to learn how to give the clues to a horse consistently and just as many miles for a horse to learn them. Every single one of those miles would be an exercise in frustration that would make them question—more than once—why they’d ever decided to get involved in horses. More than any other animal Robin had encountered, equines were confounding. Few animals were as beautiful, graceful, proud, or fascinating as a horse. There were also few animals as irritating, stubborn, and contrary as a horse, either.

      “Hey, boss,” Vance called, leaning casually against the arena gate and propping a foot up on the bottom rung.

      Well, maybe there was one creature as confounding . . . “What can I do for you, Mr. Davis?” She trotted over to him and stopped short of the gate.

      “You have a call in the office. They said they couldn’t reach you on your cell and it’s important.” He reached out a hand to allow her sorrel gelding to sniff his hand. The horse shook his head and Robin laughed. “Someone should tell him I smell this way because of his stall.”

      “Hey guys,” Robin called over her shoulder. “I guess I have to cut class five minutes short.”

      “I can cool off Rowdy and wrap up the class, if you’d like,” Vance offered.

      “You ride?” She was skeptical.

      “Sure thing.”

      Robin debated asking him to elaborate, but she had a call waiting, and worst case scenario, he’d end up on his rump in the sand arena. “Great. Thanks. I’ll be back to brush Rowdy down in a minute.”

      “I’ll get it.”

      Robin felt mildly guilty about how quickly the “thanks” tumbled from her lips. She slid off the sturdy little gelding and said goodbye to the boys, reminding them about class on Wednesday before pausing to assure herself that Vance did, in fact, know what he was doing. Once on the horse, he dropped his stirrups since his legs were way too long to fit her saddle, gathered his reins, and wheeled the animal around without the slightest effort.

      Confident her mount and students were in capable hands, she scurried across the yard and over to the main house where her office was. Winded, she picked up the phone and sank into her leather chair.

      “Robin, my girl. It’s Gary. I thought you’d want to know there’s a lot full of good ones in tonight’s sale. They’re being run-through together, so I’m gonna snap ’em up if someone isn’t here to buy them.”

      Robin looked at the clock. The sale started in three hours and it was a two-and-a-half-hour drive. She sighed. “You’re killing me, Gary.”

      “Look, it’s no skin off my back. I mean, I’m pretty sure I can flip ’em if you don’t come, but if I can’t, I sure hate to think of where they’ll end up.”

      “I know, I know. I’ll be there. Let me wrap up. Save me a spot on the fence.”

      “Will do.”

      “Thanks, Gary.” She hung up the phone. She meant it, too. Even if it was a colossal pain in the backside to have to make the unexpected trip, not every kill buyer would have taken the time to notify a rescue of horses going for bottom dollar when they could have made money off of them. Gary didn’t like to think of healthy, sound horses going to slaughter in their prime. If he could find them homes, he did. That made him one of the good guys in Robin’s book.

      It was just now time for Phoebe’s afternoon workshop to let out, so Robin jotted down a quick note letting her friend know she’d need a raincheck on dinner. She snagged the keys to the Suburban off the hook so she could go hitch up the trailer. Having forgotten to ask Gary how many were in the lot, she opted for the larger stock trailer just in case. She didn’t want to turn an animal away because she hadn’t come prepared. Phoebe would probably read too much into this and think she’d manufactured a way out of dinner, which wasn’t at all true. She might be secretly happy for the excuse, but she hadn’t manufactured it.

      Robin had the truck hitched and was just about ready to make her clean getaway when she saw Phoebe flagging her down from across the yard.

      She rolled down her window and leaned out. “No time to talk. Wanna grab breakfast tomorrow?”

      “Nice try, love.” Phoebe shook her head. “I think you should take Vance with you. It’ll give you a chance to talk about his duties.”

      “He has a family to get home to; he doesn’t have time to be traipsing all over Oklahoma with me.”

      “Nonsense. I’ll watch his kids. I bet he’ll be thrilled for the break.” The cold winter wind carried Phoebe’s voice across the yard. There was little doubt Vance heard it, and that trace was erased when he appeared from the stable to stride toward Robin’s truck.

      “What’s this I hear about a road trip?” He stopped just outside her window.

      “I told Phoebe you have a life. We can chat tomorrow.”

      “No, I think it’d be good to get to know each other. I don’t suppose there’s time for a shower first, though?”

      “I’m already running late. We really can just catch up tomorrow.”

      “Don’t be silly. I’ve seen the way you drive. You have time for the man to get cleaned up. Vance, give her your address and head out now so you can drop your truck off at home and get cleaned up. Robin will be five minutes behind you. When do you need me there to watch your kids?”

      “You don’t have to do that,” he protested.

      “I really don’t mind, especially since my dinner date stood me up.” Phoebe gave Robin the evil eye.

      “They should be okay. Maybe if you don’t mind just checking in about dinner time to make sure Val doesn’t need anything?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Robin couldn’t help but admire Phoebe’s attitude. She truly was the kind of person who’d do anything for a friend. She was the kind of friend they made memes about. If Robin wasn’t so irritated with Phoebe right now, she just might tell her that.

      She gave in to the inevitable. “I have your address in your paperwork. Just go get that shower.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” Vance touched his fingers to his forehead in a mock salute. “See you in a few.”

      The women watched him leave, sighing in unison. Phoebe turned to Robin and arched an eyebrow. “That means you have five minutes to fill me in. Spill it, and fast.”

      “Climb in the truck. It’s cold, and I want to roll up my window,” Robin conceded, waiting until Phoebe clambered into the truck to quickly recap her and Vance’s meeting in the grocery store that morning.

      “Let me get this straight,” Phoebe recapped. “You picked out Kotex for the hottest guy to make his way to Broken Arrow in Lord knows how long, then you hit on him, then you insulted him—all before making him shovel horse poop all day.”

      “That’s pretty much it, yeah.”

      “Girl, we have got to work on your flirting technique.”

      Robin made a face at Phoebe. “Sure thing, sweetie. But for now, you have to get out of the car so I can go pick Vance up.”

      “Right. Right.” Phoebe slid out of the car. “Have fun. And try to go easy on the guy tonight. It sounds like he’s had a rough day.”
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