

    
            Chapter One 





			“Is it true?” Elizabeth Sutton said by way of greeting when Olivia answered her phone.

			Olivia Martinez closed her eyes on the Manhattan nightscape outside her high-rise condo and sank into the plush cushions of her cream wool bouclé sofa. So much for hoping she’d have some time to process. News traveled fast—all the way to the ass-end of the universe, apparently. “Would it work if I said I didn’t want to talk about it?”

			“Would it work if I got on a plane and showed up to kick your butt?”

			Olivia smiled wryly at the image on her phone of her former boss and best friend. Elizabeth’s tanned, makeup-free skin glowed, her blond hair caught back in a messy ponytail, her azure eyes sparkling. Obviously, married life agreed with her. “Who told you—not my mother—please tell me not my mother.”

			“Ah, no. Was it that bad?”

			“I’ve had worse—but I can’t remember when.”

			She still hadn’t really recovered from that conversation, or the look of incredulity and, worse, barely concealed disappointment on her parents’ faces at dinner earlier that night. Canceling the weekly dinner hadn’t been an option. Her mother always spent the entire afternoon every Sunday after church making her signature dish and Olivia’s favorite of pepian de indio—cutting up chicken, adding spices to the tomatoes, tomatillos, and other vegetables, and simmering the sauce for hours.

			Olivia had to go to dinner, and keeping the news from them wasn’t an option. Plus, she so sucked at lying to her parents.

			“So,” she’d begun not too elegantly, scooping another helping of spicy sauce and chicken onto her plate, “I’ve quit my job.”

			Her father, seated at the head of the table as he always was in a white shirt and impeccably pressed trousers—Sunday attire—very carefully put down his fork and stared at her from beneath dark brows out of even darker eyes filled with instant concern. “Why? We didn’t like how you traveled all over the world for months at a time so Elizabeth could build new resorts, but we thought you were happy there.”

			That hadn’t been easy to explain.

			Her father had been teaching at the same college for almost thirty years. He’d begun as a janitor despite having been a college teacher in Guatemala, had completed his equivalency certification requirements at night in the States, and now was a tenured professor in the engineering department. His loyalty to his family, friends, and the college was unswerving. Her mother had waited until Olivia was in middle school to begin teaching English as a second language and had gotten her social work degree simultaneously. Steadfastness, dependability, and adherence to tradition defined her parents.

			So…no way was she telling them all the details. Not about the almost instant harassment she’d endured when she’d returned to the Manhattan offices of Sutton Properties after spending seven months in Wickenburg, Arizona. Seven months as Elizabeth’s exec and right hand, go-to, all-around gal Friday while Elizabeth headed the project to turn a dude ranch into the newest property in the ever-expanding portfolio of Sutton Resorts. Seven months when she’d secretly counted down the days until she could leave the hot, dry, venomous-creature-infested desert and return home.

			Home to Manhattan. Where she had lived since she was four years old, where she had a small handful of close friends with whom she enjoyed all the city had to offer, and where her parents were. From her first memories, her immigrant parents had been her staunchest supporters—teaching her as a child that she could do anything and be anything she desired. Even moving their small family from Texas to Manhattan, where they could provide her with the education and social options to succeed. She loved sharing her life with them, despite the constant, unspoken, yet in-her-face pressure to get married and have babies. At thirty-six, she was at the point in her life where she couldn’t see spending more than a few dates with anyone, let alone the forever connection of a child.

			She’d come home from Arizona, but everything at Sutton had changed without Elizabeth. A new job description, a new boss, and a whole lot of resentment that she’d retained many of her connections to those in management even after having been assigned to a remote outpost for the better part of a year. Those connections hadn’t helped her put a stop to the verbal abuse or the rumors her new boss had spread about her, but when he’d put his hands on her, she’d had enough. Her parents didn’t need to know the ugly details of that—she’d handled it, as they’d taught her to do. After the obligatory fact-gathering by HR, the matter was closed with a twelve-page settlement agreement and a very high six-figure amount, contingent upon her resignation. As if she’d want to work there any longer.

			She’d carefully concentrated on her meal and stuck to the truth—most of it. “It was just time to move on. It wasn’t the same, not working for Elizabeth.”

			Her mother shot her father a glance—that silent communication Olivia recognized as her mother letting her father know she wasn’t happy about the turn of events. She’d seen it before when they’d been trying to understand why their daughter would trade living in an upscale condo in Manhattan, the city that never sleeps, for a small town in Arizona that rolled up its sidewalks at night and barely rated a mark on a map.

			“What now, then?” he asked.

			Excellent question—and one she needed some time to consider. That’s what she’d been hoping to do when she’d finally escaped her parents after convincing them she’d be fine. Not to worry.

			“I know it wasn’t your father who told you I left,” Olivia said to Elizabeth. Two weeks before the grand opening of the reimagined Red Sky Ranch and Resort, Elizabeth had had a major falling-out with her father. Jonas Sutton was a magnate in the high-end resort and spa industry with thirty-two first-class properties around the world. He was also a first-class son of a bitch. When he’d threatened to shut down the project, Elizabeth outmaneuvered him, for which he was likely never going to forgive her. But now the Red Sky Ranch and Resort was hers.

			Elizabeth laughed—a low, smoky sound that Olivia realized she’d missed terribly in the months she’d been back. “We are not speaking. It was Marilyn. She thought I should know—and I should. You should have told me. What happened?”

			Olivia told her what she hadn’t told her parents—only realizing as she did how much she needed to share the story and let it be done. To wash the anger, the pain, and the loss away.

			“That little prick,” Elizabeth seethed when she’d finished. “Did you hire a lawyer? I hope to hell you put his puny little balls in a vise.”

			Olivia laughed, and God, it felt good. “I didn’t need to resort to threats or much of anything—there were texts. And I have to say, more than one person ready to verify my story. No one in HR or higher up wanted a mess on their hands. The settlement was fair, so—”

			“Bullshit—there’s no way to make that fair.”

			Elizabeth’s anger warmed her. She could always count on Elizabeth.

			“Okay—you’re right. But I could at least leave without worrying about how I’d eat. And I know the amount stung.” She still felt a little whisper of pleasure knowing she’d won. Even if she had no idea what the hell she’d do next.

			“As it should have.” Elizabeth took a breath. “So—what now?”

			The question of the day.

			“I’m considering my options.”

			“What would they be exactly?”

			Olivia laughed again. “God, I’ve missed you.”

			“I’ve missed you, too. It’s hell trying to get through all the paperwork without you.”

			“Mm, I’m sure Kelsey is helping,” Olivia said softly. She and Elizabeth had been friends since middle school, when she’d discovered Elizabeth couldn’t understand their reading assignments. Her parents had taught her that helping others was part of being a good person, and she’d taken it upon herself to help Elizabeth. Elizabeth had the ability to remember everything she heard, and Olivia had spent hours reading their assignments out loud. As for college, Elizabeth’s parents would accept nothing less than the college of their choice. Elizabeth wouldn’t go without her, and Olivia had been fortunate to get a partial gymnastics scholarship. Her parents had worked hard to provide her with the rest. When Olivia had asked her to come work for her at Sutton Properties, Olivia didn’t hesitate. As Elizabeth’s admin, she briefed Elizabeth on project details and anticipated what information Elizabeth would need before every meeting. The exorbitant amount of money Elizabeth paid her notwithstanding, Elizabeth was her best friend, and she loved her job. Of course, all that changed when Elizabeth left Sutton Properties and Mr. Grab Ass became Olivia’s boss.

			“Kelsey is a lifesaver,” Elizabeth said, “but she’s got a full plate handling the trail hands, the outdoor guest events, and the livestock.”

			“You need a good personal assistant.”

			“Who I need is you,” Elizabeth said. “Come back. You know there’s a job here for you. And I’ve got an offer you can’t refuse.”

			Elizabeth had asked Olivia to stay and manage the resort once already, but Wickenburg was not her idea of a place she would ever choose to live. Sixty miles northwest of Phoenix, the town had a population of around seventy-five hundred, another thousand or so scattered around in various farms and ranches, and more multilegged—or slithering—desert inhabitants than residents. Olivia had grown fond of the staff at the ranch and had met others in town she enjoyed—a quick image of one such resident with wind-tousled, light brown hair and piercing green eyes flashed through her mind—and she shook her head at the distraction. Reality check here. Remote desert life, far from the excitement and cultural energy of the city—and from her parents—was not for her.

			“The last time you said something like that to me,” Olivia said, “I ended up in the desert in the middle of the summer for what felt like forever.”

			“Hey, it was only seven months, and you had the time of your life.”

			“If you call being covered in dirt, chased by dust devils, and finding desert creatures in my shoes the time of my life, you need to get out of the sun. Your memory is affected. Why do they call them dust devils anyway? More like a mini tornado in the middle of nowhere.”

			“Being a bit dramatic there, Olivia? It couldn’t have been more than a little whirlwind.” Elizabeth’s smile contradicted her words. “Besides, tornados come out of the sky. Dust devils come up from the ground. Thus the name dust devils.”

			“Tomato, tomato,” Olivia replied, with an exaggerated English accent for the second tomato. “Anyway, now that you’ve heard the story from me—and not that I don’t love seeing your smiling face and hearing all about your hot sex life with your new wife—tonight is just not a good time. My parents were a bit shell-shocked about the job thing, so they neglected to hound me again about having grandkids, but they should be back to that soon. As to the hot sex I’m not having, I’m in a bit of a dry spell and don’t want to think about it. I have to have sex first to be able to pop out kids, and neither one of those is happening anytime soon.”

			“You need to come work for me,” Elizabeth repeated.

			“What I need is a good orgasm or ten by someone other than myself.” Olivia groaned, reminding herself to add batteries to her Amazon order.

			“Anyway,” Elizabeth went on as if Olivia hadn’t already said no in a dozen inventive ways, “as I was saying, I need you to come work for me. It’s not like you have a job lined up, plus you’ll be bored to tears in a week—at most.”

			“I am not moving to Wickenburg. I can’t think of six good reasons to do that, let alone one—okay—two, after seeing you. I really do miss you.” Like a part of her. They’d been each other’s confidante, ally, support system, and on occasion, conscience for twenty years.

			“I miss you, too,” Elizabeth said softly. “I love Kelsey more than I ever thought possible, but part of me is lost without you. You’ve always been my person.”

			“Damn it,” Olivia whispered, tears thickening her throat. “Why couldn’t you have fallen in love with someone in New York City?”

			“Because we don’t get to choose love? It chooses us, I think.” Elizabeth took an audible breath. “Besides, I can think of a few reasons for you to come back—in addition to the many challenges and the excitement of running this place and working with me on a few more projects I have in mind, there’s a certain hunky item I seem to remember you dancing with more than once at my wedding, for starters.”

			Olivia’s stomach gave a little hitch. Riley Mitchell of the green eyes and buff body. Six months ago when she’d returned to Wickenburg for Elizabeth’s wedding, she and Riley had spent most of their time together during the four days she’d been there, helping with wedding details and rehearsing their parts. Riley had stood with Kelsey at the service, as Olivia had with Elizabeth. In the months since she’d been back in the city, she’d thought of the energy between them when they’d danced more than once, especially on her infrequent dates when heat had been distinctly absent.

			“Who said anything about moving?” Elizabeth asked when Olivia didn’t take the bait and mention Riley.

			Olivia wasn’t going there. Riley was delicious to look at and sexy in the extreme, but she was not dating material. Besides being Elizabeth’s wife Kelsey’s best friend—and therefore not someone to get involved with, as Olivia had seen how tangled those situations could get—extreme personified Riley Mitchell. From the little Olivia had seen of Riley, she played hard and liked life on the edge. The compete opposite of Olivia.

			“Working for you is not a telecommuting position,” Olivia said.

			“Am I that high maintenance?”

			“You said it, not me.” Elizabeth would know she wasn’t referring to her dyslexia—helping Elizabeth navigate the volumes of paperwork and prospectuses involved in the projects Elizabeth headed was just part of Olivia’s job. What had challenged her had been Elizabeth’s relentless drive to succeed—not just succeed, but to do more, be better than anyone else in her position. That had often meant dragging Olivia halfway around the world for weeks and months on end in high-profile, high-pressure situations. Not her natural comfort zone, but she had to admit, often exciting.

			“Like you’re not a pain in my ass,” Elizabeth shot back.

			“Then why do you want me back? Does your ass need kicking?” When Elizabeth laughed, Olivia realized again just how homesick she was. Not for a place. For her friend.

			“Because the Red Sky Resort is expanding,” Elizabeth said in a tone she rarely used, solemn and deadly serious, “and I can’t do it without you. Come out, work, and see what happens.”

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			Elizabeth drove half a block past the firehouse and parked in the large lot just across the street. The community breakfast was due to start at seven, and at six thirty there were already quite a few cars in the lot with people inside chatting, looking at phones, and some apparently napping.

			“I take it they’re the early birds?” Olivia said.

			“Oh yeah. They’ll be lining up pretty soon,” Kelsey said as they all piled out of the vehicle.

			“I guess this kind of thing is popular,” Olivia said as the three of them walked up the street to the Wickenburg Fire Department. The double garage doors stood open and the two big red engines stood in the bay, chrome and windows gleaming brightly in the early morning sun.

			“All-you-can-eat for five dollars,” Kelsey said.

			“Really.” Olivia shook her head. Five dollars in Manhattan would just about buy a bagel.

			Kelsey led the way around the side of an L-shaped one-story building to a door on the side. Obviously, she’d been there plenty of times before. The door stood open, and when they walked in, a sandy-haired guy with broad shoulders and ruddy complexion saw them and grinned.

			“Hey there, I see volunteers.” He glanced at Olivia. “I remember you.”

			She remembered him, too. He’d been there when she and Elizabeth had come looking for Riley in need of advice. She searched her memory for his name. “Sven, right?”

			His grin broadened. “I can see I made an impression.”

			Olivia laughed. Maybe all firefighters were genetically predisposed to be flirtatious and somehow inoffensive about it. Probably all as unserious about it as well. “It’s good to see you again.”

			“We’re supposed to be helping with setup,” Elizabeth said. “And Olivia’s got kitchen duty. Is Riley around?”

			“I think she’s in the big tent checking the steam tables. I’ll take you two back there.” He pointed over his shoulder. “Kitchen’s back that way.”

			“Right, thanks,” Olivia said. As Elizabeth and Kelsey followed Sven, she made her way through a lounge area populated with tables and chairs, a couple of sofas, the requisite giant TV, and a scattering of coffee tables. Double doors on the far end led into a brightly lit kitchen. She stopped just inside. A redhead about Riley’s height, or perhaps a couple inches taller, stood at the stove in the familiar fire department uniform.

			“Hello,” Olivia said, “I think I’m supposed to be helping out back here?”

			The woman flipped several pancakes on a large griddle and turned. Her eyes were the green of spring grass, a color that Olivia had often read about but rarely ever seen. Her complexion was lightly tanned, and when she smiled, the picture was altogether very attractive.

			“I’m Hadley Archer. How are you at flipping?”

			“Pancakes? I think I can probably handle that.” Olivia walked forward with one hand extended. So this gorgeous woman was Hadley. The Hadley that Riley had convinced to leave her nice city job and answer the fire bells in Wickenburg. Wait, were there still fire bells? Were there ever fire bells? And why would anyone voluntarily do that without a very good reason? More money? Not likely here in this little town. Prestige—again, no. That left personal, didn’t it. Rekindling old flames? Ha—bad pun. Stirring new ones? Olivia kept her pleased to meet you smile firmly in place and her imagination on hold. “I’m Olivia Martinez. Riley conscripted me for kitchen duty.”

			Hadley took her hand and shook it warmly. “Great. Watch these guys and go ahead and use the rest of the batter. I’ve got another bowl ready to go in just a minute.”

			“How many pancakes are we talking here?” Olivia asked, obediently taking the spatula.

			“Last time I did one of these, we needed a few hundred. I’m thinking at least half that.” Hadley shrugged. “It’s my first time, so I could be way off.”

			Olivia could feel her brows climbing. “I think you’re going to need a bigger griddle.”

			Hadley grinned. “My favorite movie.”

			“One of mine, too.”

			“What is?” Riley said as she walked in.

			“Jaws,” Olivia and Hadley said together.

			Riley looked between the two of them. “Well, I can see you’ve appropriately bonded. There’s a line forming outside, Had.”

			Hadley looked up at the big round clock on the wall. “That sounds about right.” She set another double griddle on the eight-burner stove and turned on the flame. “We’re just gearing up here for production. We should be fine.”

			Riley smiled at Olivia. “I can see you already have your assignment.”

			Olivia waved her spatula. “Official flipper.”

			Riley looked tired, although her eyes were clear, and she exuded her normal energy. She crossed over to Olivia, and Olivia detected her familiar crisp, mildly outdoorsy fragrance as she drew closer. She occasionally noticed when someone wore an attractive scent, but Riley’s caught her attention every time. Made her want to move a little closer just to…

			“Scooch over just a bit,” Riley murmured. “I want to check the bacon in the oven.”

			“Oh, sorry,” Olivia said hastily and stepped aside. Luckily she hadn’t let the pancakes burn while she daydreamed of what? Smelling someone? One thing was certain—the desert climate was affecting her brain.

			Riley and Hadley discussed how the preparations were going elsewhere, leaving Olivia alone with her pancakes. They all worked together for another twenty minutes, pouring, flipping, stacking with Riley carrying trays of food out to wherever they were going to be served.

			“I understand that you’ve just recently moved here,” Olivia said, as Hadley mixed another batch of batter.

			“That’s right,” Hadley said, pouring the last of the pancake batter. “And you’re working out at the ranch, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“How are you liking that?”

			“It’s my second tour of duty,” Olivia said, and Hadley laughed. A nice laugh, full and mellow.

			From behind them, Riley added, “Olivia’s a city girl, but she makes the best of it.”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” Olivia said lightly, “I think I’ve been appropriately inducted now. If you count the rodeo and the hoedown along with this, I’d say I’ve experienced most of the required activities.”

			“Oh, we’ve probably got some other excitement we can drum up before the summer’s over. But that’s a good start,” Hadley said. “We’ve got the community birthday bash coming up pretty soon. You won’t want to miss that.”

			“I can’t wait,” Olivia said.

			Hadley laughed again, her gaze warm as she met Olivia’s. “I’ll make sure you get an invitation.”

			“I’ll look for it.” Elizabeth was right, Hadley was easy to be around, friendly and charming. And Riley’s good friend. That was a relationship Olivia couldn’t help wondering about. Exes? That was one she hadn’t considered, and she didn’t have any real reason to think that. Still, watching them together, kidding and talking about firehouse happenings, she could tell their connection was a long and easy one.

			“Well, that about does it,” Riley said after she returned from delivering the last tray of bacon. “I think it’s time for us to start dishing out the food.”

			“I’m going to go greet some of the townspeople,” Hadley said, “and leave keeping the steam tables full to you two for a while.”

			“No problem, we can handle it. Go do chief things,” Riley said as Hadley washed her hands.

			“That’s part of the job I don’t envy,” Riley said after Hadley left them. “The politicking.”

			“She seems like she really enjoys it, and people can probably tell.”

			“You’re right about that. Hadley is a people person, and that’s why she’s perfect for the job. And a helluva firefighter.”

			As they walked through the station and out into the large lot behind the building where a big, white tent that could’ve held a three-ring circus stood with a line of people already waiting to enter, Olivia said, “You’ve known each other a long time.”

			“Since we were recruits,” Riley said.

			“She’s very nice.”

			Riley gave her a look. “She is.”

			Inside the tent, four tables stood end to end along the rear wall with a row of stainless steel steamer pans. The room was filled with rows of tables and chairs where people would eat family-style. Kelsey and Elizabeth were just unfolding the last of the chairs. Olivia saw them and waved.

			“Might as well let them in,” Riley called.

			A young female firefighter opened the flaps on the front of the tent, and a rush of people moved toward the food line in a more or less orderly fashion. The next minutes passed by in a rush of conversation flowing from all directions that Olivia couldn’t follow, for the most part people greeting Riley and other firefighters and talking with those in line about the news or the weather or some other town-related happenings. Olivia ignored the noise as food disappeared from the steamers at an amazing pace. As one tray would get nearly empty, she or Elizabeth or Kelsey or one of the firefighters would bring out another tray.

			At one point Hadley appeared and scanned the food tables. “How we doing?”

			“As long as there aren’t another hundred people waiting outside, we should be all right,” Riley said.

			Hadley looked out over the jammed tables. “I think the bunch we’ve got could probably eat enough for another hundred people.”

			“It’s barely seven thirty,” Olivia said. “I can’t believe it.”

			“Vultures,” Riley said, and they all laughed.

			By eight thirty, the room was still full of people lingering to talk and drink coffee. To Olivia’s amazement, they somehow still had some food left over, and she realized she was starving.

			As if Riley had read her mind, she said, “Care to join me for some pancakes?”

			Olivia laughed. She was having fun, not something she had anticipated. “I’d love to. Thank you. Is bacon part of the invitation?”

			“Absolutely.”

			Olivia piled food on her plate and followed Riley toward one of the nearly empty tables at the side of the room. They’d just reached the table when Riley went completely still, her plate still in her hand, as she stared across the room. For just a second, Olivia saw her pale before color flared back into her face. She looked where Riley was staring, and a young blonde with a young boy at her side threaded their through the tables in her direction. The blonde’s attention was riveted on Riley.

			“Ashley,” Riley said in a voice just above a whisper. Riley had put her plate down and took a step away from Olivia. The blonde kept coming until she was stepping into Riley’s arms. Riley held her as the blonde pressed her face to Riley’s neck.
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        * * *

      

			
			For an instant, Riley’s mind was blank, her body frozen. Ashley. Why was Ashley here? She could still hear her screaming how much she hated all of them—the firefighters who had let her husband die. She never wanted to see any of them again. She hadn’t said it, but she’d meant Riley. Riley, who had let her husband die.

			A tug on her leg and an excited young voice brought her back to the present.

			“Riley—I mean—Firefighter Riley, can I see the fire truck?”

			Ashley pulled away, wiping furiously at tears with one hand. “Sorry. I’m so sorry. He heard about the breakfast at school, and I had to bring him.” She brushed a hand over the towhead’s crop of sun-kissed hair. “Hey, Luke. We have to be patient, remember? Firefighter Riley is busy right now.”

			Riley bent down. “Just Riley is fine, Luke. How about some pancakes first thing?”

			She barely recognized Luke. He was in school already? Could that really be possible? Luke had been a toddler when Kevin died. She’d seen Ashley frequently right after the tragedy, at the funeral, and later, helping her work through the details of Kevin’s benefits and departmental family support and all the paperwork. Doing something, helping in some way, didn’t relieve her guilt but kept at least some of it at bay. Then time had passed, and she’d returned to work, and they’d had less and less to say to each other. There’d been that one time she’d gotten together when Ashley had called her, and she’d taken Ashley and Luke for ice cream. Ashley had told him about his father, that he’d been a firefighter and that Riley was, too. Like most small kids, he was fascinated by the idea and had seen fire trucks during parades. He was still fascinated. Riley rose and took Ashley by the elbow, turning to introduce her to Olivia. She looked around and realized Olivia was gone.

			“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have come,” Ashley said. “He just wanted—”

			“No,” Riley said quickly. “It’s fine. I’m glad you came. Some of the old crew are around here somewhere. They’d want to see you and say hi to Luke.”

			“I thought it would be harder,” Ashley said quietly. “I thought it would make me sad or angry, but it doesn’t, being here, where Kevin loved it so much. Seeing all of you, who he loved too.”

			Riley swallowed hard. She was glad things were easier for Ashley. She’d gotten used to living with the memories herself, and seeing Ashley and Luke, to her surprise, didn’t make it worse. “Come on, let’s go find Mike and Brandy. They’ll want to see you.” She looked down at Luke. “And this guy. Maybe we can sneak him out to the engine bay and set him up in the truck for a minute or two.” She knelt down. “But it’s a special treat just for you. Okay?”

			“Okay.” Luke, wide-eyed, looked so much like Kevin that Riley’s heart nearly splintered. But he had his mother’s eyes, a brilliant blue that glowed with happiness.

			Seeing that, Riley’s heart mended just a little. She glanced once more around the tent but didn’t see Olivia. Holding Luke’s hand, she said to Ashley, whose tears had disappeared, “Let’s go see the fire station.”
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        * * *

      

			“Hey,” Olivia said as brightly as she could manage when she found Elizabeth and Kelsey carrying a row of chairs to a storage into a shed behind the firehouse. “What can I do to help?”

			“All done inside?”

			“Yeah,” Olivia said, “and I’ve got a ton of work to do, so I thought I’d lend you a hand. Unless you’re planning to stay later. Then I can get an Uber back to the ranch.”

			Kelsey chuckled. “An Uber? Yeah, not likely.”

			“Why not? Ubers are just about everywhere these days.”

			“There are a couple that service Wickenburg, but usually on runs from the airport into town or out to the airport by appointment. But they’re not sitting around in town for a call to come and get me now.”

			Olivia blew out a breath. “Okay then. Let me know what I can do to move things along.”

			As Kelsey walked over to a row of folded chairs and two long tables, she called, “This is the last of it. We won’t be much longer.”

			Olivia muttered, “Right,” and followed after her.

			Walking by her side, Elizabeth leaned close and said, “I thought I saw you headed off for breakfast with Riley.”

			“Apparently one of Riley’s friends showed up. I decided I wasn’t that hungry.”

			Elizabeth frowned. “Riley didn’t introduce you?”

			“It looked like it was personal.”

			Elizabeth looked past her to the tent. “Cute blonde, thirty or so, even cuter little boy?”

			Olivia didn’t turn around to look. She’d already seen the cute blonde with her arms around Riley and her face in Riley’s neck. “That would be the one. Do you know her?”

			“No, but I don’t know all of Riley’s…friends.”

			“You can say girlfriends. I already told you, it’s not like that.” Olivia paused. “It looked like she was crying, though.”

			“Okay, well, that’s interesting. I guess we’ll ask Kelsey. There’s nothing that goes on in Wickenburg she doesn’t know about.”

			“Never mind,” Olivia said. “It’s really not important.”

			Elizabeth regarded her steadily. “You know, you’ve never been a very good liar.”

			“And you have always been entirely too stubborn. I’m serious. Riley’s friends are not my business.”

			“Uh-huh.” Elizabeth hefted one end of a long table and Olivia grabbed the other end. Kelsey lifted an impossibly large stack of chairs.

			“Show-off,” Elizabeth said.

			“Just trying to get your attention.”

			“You don’t have to try, babe.”

			Olivia groaned. “Please, you two. Honeymoon’s over.”

			Kelsey laughed. “Not in this lifetime.”

			“Hey, babe,” Elizabeth said, “did you happen to see the blonde Riley walked by with a minute ago?”

			A shadow passed over Kelsey’s face before she answered, “Yep.”

			“Know her?” Elizabeth asked.

			“That’s Ashley Howard and her son Luke.”

			“Is there a story there?”

			Olivia muttered, “Elizabeth, jeez.”

			“There is,” Kelsey said, “but not mine to tell.”

			“Okay, well, we’re done,” Olivia said quickly. “This has been fun. Now let’s get going.”

			Elizabeth shot her a look that said, You’re really a bad liar.

			Olivia didn’t care if she was being obvious. What she wanted was to settle down at her nice, orderly desk, far from women who smelled too good and occupied far too many of her thoughts.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			Olivia spent the next week in her trailer from six until dinner finalizing the plans to break ground for the new equestrian complex. The plans had expanded as they always did as she and Elizabeth projected future programs and uses for the space. She’d put off requesting the fire inspector’s site visit because…well, she wasn’t ready. The plans weren’t ready, rather.

			Today—she’d call the county office and leave a message today. She had to call the county offices anyhow since Elizabeth had asked her to track down the town plot maps. Efficiency, thy name is Olivia.

			When her phone signaled a call from her mother at six a.m., her stomach twisted. She hadn’t missed a call home, and for her mother to call so early, something must be wrong. She pushed accept. “Mama? What’s wrong?”

			“Your papa is home. I thought you’d like to say hello.”

			Translation, her mother wanted her to exert her influence—of which she had none, in actuality—over the stubbornest person, including Elizabeth, she’d ever met. “Is he sick?”

			“He has the flu.”

			“It’s not the flu,” she heard her father grumble in the background.

			“And how long has he had the flu? What does the doctor say?”

			“He hasn’t been—”

			“I don’t need to bother the doctor over a cold.” Louder this time.

			Olivia sighed. This wasn’t the first time her father had complained of having the flu—or rather, he’d told her mother that was the reason he was tired and short of breath. He worked long hours, longer than most of his colleagues. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken a vacation. “Let me talk to him.”

			“I’m not sick,” he said an instant later.

			“Good,” Olivia said, desperately hatching a plan on the fly. “Because I need the two of you to come out here.”

			“What?”

			In the background, she heard her mother’s, “What? Are you sick? I knew it!”

			Olivia winced. Ah, speakerphone. Nothing was ever private any longer.

			“Are you sick?” her father repeated.

			“I am. I’m homesick. I didn’t think I would be, but this project is a big one and I’m going to be here quite a while. I need to have all my mind on my job, and I haven’t been sleeping all that well—” All true, even the not sleeping part, although that had more to do with restless dreams and a constant sense of physical edginess. All things she didn’t want to think about. “I know it would be a big imposition, but I thought if—”

			“We’ll be there in a few days,” her father said. “Should your mama make reservations with Elizabeth?”

			Olivia grinned. “No, Papa. Just text me your flights. I’ll take care of reserving a casita for you.”

			Her father said goodbye after assuring her they’d be there soon, and she hurried to get dressed. She was already late meeting Elizabeth at breakfast.

			“Did you oversleep?” Elizabeth asked when Olivia sat down with her at a small table by the windows in the dining room.

			“Emergency call from my parents.”

			Elizabeth set her coffee cup down. “Is someone sick?”

			“My father’s been fighting what he calls the flu for a few weeks, and he’s too stubborn to go to the doctor. What is with men who think it’s weak to go to the doctor?” She poured syrup over the pancakes Maria had set in front of her and instantly thought of the pancake breakfast. And Riley. She hadn’t heard from her—not that she had any reason to—or seen her since then. Riley hadn’t been out to the ranch, or at least if she had been, she hadn’t been to dinner. Olivia could have asked Kelsey about her, but…obvious much? So she’d just tried hard not to think about her, which most of the time did not work. That might explain her restless nights. “He’s also a workaholic, and if he’s not teaching, he’s tutoring four or five kids or teaching Bible school on Sundays.”

			“Your dad’s a good man.”

			Olivia knew from experience that what Elizabeth didn’t add was not like my asshole father.

			“He is. I know.” Olivia set her fork down, suddenly guilty. “I might have manipulated them a teeny bit.”

			Elizabeth’s brows rose. “Really? What did you do?”

			“I told them I was homesick.”

			“Are you?” Elizabeth asked, her expression changing to concern.

			“No, but they wouldn’t come otherwise, and they need a vacation.”

			Elizabeth leaned back in her chair, a smile forming. “When are they arriving?”

			Olivia grinned. “Soon. I’ll give you the info as soon as I have it.”

			“I’ll hold the casita that overlooks the golf course. The view is great, and it’s a short walk up to the house for dinner.”

			“Thank you. I think they need it.”

			Elizabeth squeezed her hand. “I can’t wait for them to arrive. They’ll love it.”
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        * * *

      

			On her way to her office, Olivia noticed Riley’s truck in front of the main stable. Or she thought it was Riley’s, except maybe…every truck looked the same, and she’d just been thinking about her, so maybe… No, that gorgeous woman in blue jeans, a tight black T-shirt, and work boots walking out of the barn with Josie was definitely Riley.

			At that moment, Riley looked her way and stopped. “Olivia? Hi.”

			“Hi,” Olivia said, walking over to her. “’Morning, Josie.”

			The small, tight-bodied blonde in a blue cotton shirt, jeans, and chaps waved. “’Morning.”

			“Taking a group out?” Olivia asked. “Early start today.”

			“Yep.” Josie grinned. “Three-day trail ride. I’ve got room for one more.”

			Olivia pretended to look over her shoulder. “Don’t see any takers.”

			Riley laughed along with Josie as Josie strode off.

			“You’re here early, too,” Olivia said to Riley.

			“It’s shovel the poop day,” she said.

			“I’m sorry? You’re shoveling—”

			“Not me. Got a minute?”

			She didn’t have a minute. She didn’t really have thirty seconds, but Riley’s warm smile and look of anticipation was enough to make her rearrange her whole day. “Sure.”

			“Come on in the barn.”

			Olivia said a prayer for her shoes—at least she had permanently retired everything with open toes—and followed inside. “I’ve never actually been in a barn.”

			Riley stared. “Any barn?”

			“They’re not exactly commonplace in Manhattan—or Istanbul or Tokyo, for that matter. And I somehow managed to miss the pleasure the previous times I’ve been here.” She laughed as Riley rolled her eyes.

			“I’d forgotten you’re a world traveler,” Riley said. “Miss it?”

			Olivia thought about it. “No, I don’t. Maybe if I’d never seen the places I have, I might want to at some point. But I’ve done that, been there already.”

			“So, ah, you’re looking to settle down, then.”

			Olivia tried to read what was behind Riley’s question. What was she really asking? Did she want to know if Olivia was available? She remembered the blonde from the morning of the firehouse benefit. How did she know Riley really was even available?

			“I have a home in Manhattan,” Olivia said to put an end to her going-nowhere mental musings.

			“Of course,” Riley murmured.

			Olivia studied the barn. The huge, soaring space was not what she expected. It had a floor, for one thing. She’d expected dirt. Shavings sprinkled the wide dark planks in places, and a fine, unexpectedly sweet scent filled the air. The ceiling—roof?—rose twenty or thirty feet overhead with exposed beam rafters twelve inches wide. Stalls with open half doors lined one wall.

			“Where are the horses?” Olivia asked.

			“In the corral or one of the larger pastures.”

			At that moment a boy of around ten, dark hair flying, his brown face alight with what Olivia could only call joy, hopped out of a stall and called, “Riley! We’re done in here.”

			“Well, let’s see how you did.”

			Other young voices called from farther down the barn, “We’re almost done, too.”

			“Ramon, this is Ms. Martinez. She works on the ranch.”

			“Hola, Ms. Martinez.”

			“Hola, Ramon.”

			He nearly jumped in place. “Come see.”

			Olivia followed Ramon and Riley to the stall and peeked in. A red-haired girl with a long braid dragged a big blue plastic bucket filled with horse…dung…to the stall opening. Shavings and straw covered the rest of the floor. It all smelled nice.

			She smiled at Olivia. “Hi, I’m Emily Crowley. Are you going riding?”

			“Not today.” Olivia smiled.

			“Good job, guys,” Riley said. “Why don’t you wait for Julia and Mateo to finish, and the two of you can do wheelbarrow duty.”

			“Okay, sure.” Ramon hurried down the wide aisle yelling for Julia.

			“Who are the kids?” Olivia asked. “And how many are there?”

			“Wickenburg schoolkids. Six or eight altogether. They rotate depending on how they’re doing with their homework or other goals set by the teacher. Could be something practical like learning how to buy groceries or ride a bus. A lot of them need to help out at home.”

			“You’re teaching them to scoop poop?” Olivia asked quietly.

			Riley laughed. “That’s the fun part. I’m also helping them to organize themselves into groups and work together. And the importance of caring for other living things.”

			Olivia’s throat unexpectedly tightened, and she swallowed hard before she spoke. “That’s…you’re remarkable.”

			Riley blushed. Olivia had never seen her blush, and the effect was so tender her throat ached more. She touched her arm. “Do not say you aren’t. You want to, but don’t. What you’re doing for them—the joy you’re giving them, never mind the life lessons they absorb—is special.”

			“Uh, I just wanted to—”

			“Hush,” Olivia murmured, pressing her fingers to Riley’s mouth.

			Riley’s eyes widened. She leaned into Olivia’s hand for a heartbeat before stepping back and said, “If we weren’t here right now, I’d ask if kissing you would be out of line.”

			Olivia’s pulse jumped. Now would be the time to back off. To a very safe distance. She knew exactly how to defuse this particular explosive device, one that could easily disrupt her entire life. Wrong person, wrong time, wrong place. “What about the blonde I saw you with at the fire station? I don’t get in the middle of people with a thing going.”

			Riley frowned. “A thing? Ashley and me?”

			She actually sounded appalled. “The two of you seemed very close, so I wondered.”

			“No,” Riley said so forcefully Olivia blinked. “Not Ashley—never. She’s—her husband was one of my best friends.”

			Was. Olivia said, “I’m so sorry.”

			“Is that why you disappeared?” Riley asked.

			“Whatever was going on, it seemed very personal. I thought privacy was warranted.”

			Riley nodded. “Okay. You were right. But just so we’re clear—I’m not seeing anyone. Haven’t been for a while.”

			“Neither am I,” Olivia said, “just to be clear.”

			Riley nodded, the look in her eyes dark and hungry. “Now that we’re clear, about the kiss.”

			Olivia laughed. So much for safety. And good sense. “If we weren’t likely to be interrupted by a nine-year-old, I might have said yes to a kiss.”

			“Ten,” Riley said hoarsely. “They’re ten. God, Olivia, I want—”

			Olivia laughed. “You should hold that thought.”

			“For how long?”

			Olivia shook her head. “I don’t know. Right now, I have to get to work. And you have kids to mind.”

			She turned to go. She needed air and a breath of sanity, quickly. She’d actually contemplated dragging Riley into a stall and…What? Kissing her where anyone could walk in?

			“I’m not sure I’m remarkable,” Riley called after her, “but I have other good qualities.”

			Olivia smiled and kept walking. She was quite sure those qualities included kissing and other things she needed not to be thinking about but knew she would.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve 





			Riley watched Olivia walk away and leaned against the stall door. Jesus, she was so turned on she wasn’t sure she could walk. From a little touch on the face. Lips. It had been lips. Way, way better than a touch on her cheek. Her head was spinning. Olivia had said she could kiss her—wasn’t that what she said? Okay, not exactly—she’d said might let her—sometime.

			Sometime was too damn vague. That could mean next month or next year or, Fates forbid, never. No way. Now she had to kiss her or lose her mind. When? How? She wasn’t usually so clueless when it came to seducing women. But she wasn’t, was she? She wasn’t trying to seduce Olivia. Maybe that was the problem. Olivia wasn’t a one-time kind of woman, and Riley was. So what was she supposed to do? Court her? That was not a good idea. Or was it? Courting didn’t have to mean chapel bells and promises. Courting could just as easily lead to a nice, eyes-wide-open sexual affair.

			She could do that, couldn’t she? Slow and easy, let Olivia set the pace, keep it light? Sure she could. By the time she’d dropped the kids off back at the school and waited for their parents or sibs to pick them up, she had her hormones under control and her brain mostly online again.

			After a quick burger at the Tastee Freez drive-thru, she crossed town to the New Horizons site to get some work in while there was still daylight. She frowned when another truck pulled into the dirt drive a few minutes after her, and Hadley, Sven, Mike, and Travis piled out.

			“Hey, Cap,” Riley said, walking over to them while buckling on her tool belt. They all held similar wide leather belts with a variety of tools appended. “What’s going on?”

			“You said you were putting in a few hours today. We’re here to help.” Hadley leaned into her truck, pulled out a folder, and handed it to Riley. “Time sheets.”

			“Um—I don’t remember mentioning anything about wages,” Riley said, staring from one face to the other.

			“Oh, I should have mentioned that,” Hadley said. “The town board agreed to pay contractor wages for everyone who works on the project. You included.”

			“You won’t hear any arguments from me.” Elation swelled within her. With help—experienced help—they’d have the building ready for a certificate of occupancy in weeks instead of months. “Let me show you where to start.”

			“I spent time as a plumber’s apprentice,” Travis said, “before I realized how boring it was. I can do the rough-ins, no problem.”

			“I worked with the power company my first year out of high school,” Sven said. “I can handle the electrical.”

			“I’m a hammer and nail girl myself,” Hadley said, and everyone laughed. “Just tell me what you want nailed.”

			Riley
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