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Too Hot to Ride

Hot-tempered and
outspoken Rae Starr came home to the Oklahoma prairie, bought a
ranch, and started a riding school with her partner
who subsequently left her for another
woman. Rae has a history of the things she loves leaving her, so
she’s not very trusting.

 


Meanwhile, the ranch
next door just changed hands for the fifth time, and the new owner,
Jane Barrow, is a world famous cutting horse champion and industry legend who, rumor has
it, won the ranch in a poker game. Jane is all glitz and charisma,
in addition to being knockdown sexy in the way she moves, talks,
and rides. Everywhere she goes, people flock to her.

 


Rae is
determined not to get involved
with this womanizing gambler. Jane is determined she will. But
neither ever thought their relationship would become an incendiary
love affair.
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Chapter One

The unrelenting sun had
dried ponds, cracked the earth, turned the ground to powder, and
made everyone on the ranch
flat-out irritable. I’d spent most of the summer sweat-soaked, and
wrung out, and ready to make a deal with the devil if he’d put an
end to the heat. The weatherman warned that a storm was brewing
that could be tornadic. Nonetheless, I stood on the long plank
porch staring north at the black wall cloud and begged it to move
in and soak this lifeless prairie. I would far rather take my
chances with a tempest than continue to dry up and blow
away.

Cal, her hair matted
from her riding helmet and perspiring head to toe in her jeans and boots, lumbered toward me to
announce she’d canceled all the riding lessons for the
day.

“Tried to get a few in
early, but even the big fans in the arena can’t move enough air to
keep the kids from passing out.”

“Everyone
understand that?” I
asked.

“Everyone but the
ribbon junkies.” Cal referenced the mothers who drove their little
girls out to the ranch with visions of division trophies dancing in
their heads. Cal had been in charge of the riding school for four
years and knew riding herd on
the mothers was far more difficult than teaching their kids to
ride.

“Looks like we might get a
break,” I said, pointing to the wall cloud that was moving
closer.

“Only if it blows Mrs.
Windom to a different stable,” she said, and I laughed. “God knows
Sara Belle is bright and works hard, but I might as well be trying
to teach a centipede to tap-dance. Constant hip-rolling and
weight-shifting—she can make a perfectly trained horse stagger like a drunk.”

“Well, Mrs. Windom is
determined to turn her daughter into a horsewoman, so that means
you’re officially in hell—now, and for the foreseeable future.”

“Well, thank you for that
inspiring chat, Rae.”

“Hey, raging
hormones, constant tears and
tantrums—it’s got your name written all over it.” Truth was I
wouldn’t work with preteen girls, mostly because I didn’t want some
sicko’s accusation that I had an interest in their kid because I’m
a lesbian. “You’re the nice, motherly type who can deal with their
drama, their periods, and their hysteria. You’re the star of the
show. I’m just the scenery,” I said.

“Nice dust off,” Cal
replied.

I walked out onto the
lawn to feel the full force of whatever meteorological mayhem was
headed our way. The stables
had cleared, and cars were trailing down the long drive as parents
and their charges headed home to beat the storm.

Suddenly the wind
picked up, blowing a heavy, brown Adirondack chair onto its side. A
lead rope that one of the tiny equestrians had forgotten to hang on its hook skipped down the
barn aisle. The temperature dropped thirty degrees, and the horses
pricked up their ears, reared, and began to buck and cavort in the
paddocks. As the storm began to blow through the ranch, shaking the
trees and rattling windows, I smiled for the first time in a
week.

Cal shouted to me from her
refuge under the porch overhang. “You’ll be struck by lightning if
you don’t get over here!”

I looked back at the
house with its tall wooden porch posts, big shuttered windows, and rustic rocking chairs
with their cowboy cushions. How lucky I was to own this beautiful
place—well, own it with the bank. A lightning bolt slammed into the
ground nearby, sending off static electricity, and the hair on my
arms stood up.

Cal shrieked at me again,
“Are you trying to get killed?”

I bounded up onto the
porch. The sound of the rain on the metal roof was loud yet
comforting. I took a deep breath, enjoying the smell of the
raindrops mingled with what was left of the dusty grass. We might get twenty-four hours of
heat relief due to this downpour, and I’d gladly take
it.

From our slightly
elevated view, we could see the road in front of the ranch, and
across it to another spread in the distance. Ranches dotted this
part of the country, sitting
far enough back off the road that you rarely saw the ranchers, yet
close enough that they could come running in an
emergency.

Suddenly, through the
raging storm, a gray ghost train emerged, moving along the road in
front of us. I squinted to
make sure I was really seeing this drenched parade of
vehicles.

“Looks like the circus
has come to town,” I said, with dark humor, as an entourage of
horse trailers and SUVs moved past us like a mirage, plowed through
the torrential rain, and pulled into the front gates of the ranch south of mine.

“Odd time for a real-estate
showing,” Cal said.

We both stared in the
direction of the old, adjacent homestead that had been vacant for a
year. If I’d had the money, I would have bought it. In fact, it
used to be part of the land I
now owned, but it was split off and sold decades before I arrived.
Over the last four years, the ranch had traded hands multiple
times, each owner less qualified than the last.

“I swear if someone’s
bought that place, I’m going to flip out.”

“Well, someone needs to buy
it before the weeds grow up over the windows.” Cal stretched her
neck to watch the trail of vehicles entering the front gates.

The Double Z Ranch was
named after old man Zumwaldt, the rancher who became ill and
had to sell it before I
arrived. He was apparently the last person who knew anything about
ranching. The next owner was a crooked developer who sold the land
three times in a year, to three different people, tangling up the
title, and we got in the habit of calling the ranch the Double
Cross. An older couple turned it into a bed and breakfast, which we
jokingly referred to as the Double Bed. Then a fella tried to turn
it into a high-end trailer park, which we called the Double-Wide.
And finally, it was a dude ranch, run by a dude who couldn’t ride a
horse, so we dubbed the place the Double-Dude. He’d abandoned the
ranch almost on arrival, leaving it to the Johnson grass and
rusting pipe…until today.

“That is one piece of
beautiful dirt, and it deserves better than any of these rancher wannabes have given it,” I
said, disheartened and irritated that, once again, people might be
moving in.

“Folks come and go, but the
land stays put.” Cal sighed, waxing philosophic.

“Every new owner just
scars the place up worse than
the last one, because all of them put together know less about
ranching than this dog does.” I gestured toward Hairy, who lay flat
on the porch, and he let out a large groan, as if he didn’t want to
be compared to incompetents.

Ellie joined us on the
porch to get a better view of
the ranch to the south. “Not again,” she said, referring to the
possibility of more new neighbors.

Her lanky, teenage-boy
frame and her short, dark hair made me wonder about her sexual
preference, not that it was anyone’s business. Cal thought she’d be a darling wife for a cute
rancher, and I thought she’d be a cute partner for a good-looking
woman. She was buoyant and pretty and could get people to tell her
anything. In fact, she was the source of some of the best-ever
equestrian-mother stories, which she liked to share with me on the
porch at the end of the day.

“So what’s going on with the
clients?” I changed the subject, encouraging her to entertain
us.

“Sara Belle’s mother,
Mrs. Windom, had two glasses of wine at the barn
party and said her husband has
erectile dysfunction. Can you believe she said that?” Ellie
asked.

“Too much sharing.” Cal
scrunched her face up.

“And that redheaded
lady, Mrs. Remington, Carolyne’s mother, who always dresses like
she’s going to a dinner party…well, get this, she doesn’t wear any underwear,” Ellie
reported.

“How do you know that?” I
was amused.

“It was a really windy
day.” She gave it a beat. “Her real hair color is brown,” Ellie added without cracking a
smile.

“Well, since you’re so
good at getting the inside scoop, how about riding over to the
Double Dude when the storm settles down to see who they are, and if
they need any help?” “Need any help” was the calling card that got you onto a ranch to find out
what the hell was going on.

“No problem,” Ellie said,
and immediately jogged off on her mission.

“I see you getting all
tense.” Cal eyed me. “Could be nothing. Maybe they’ve just rented
the place for an event or
something.” About that time, a moving van came down the road and
turned in. “Or maybe you’re going to blow out through the top of
your head.” She jammed her straw fedora down on her mass of
sandy-colored ringlets, making her look more like a coffeehouse
musician than an accomplished horsewoman. “Just picked up the
mail.” Cal handed me a letter, along with a look that said be
careful.

“Megan.” I sighed,
glancing at the Massachusetts return address. I tore the envelope
open and scanned the letter quickly as Cal watched me, probably for signs of weakness.
“Same old thing. Despite loving the tolerant, liberal East and
hating the red, right-wing prairie, she misses me.”

“Bullshit,” Cal said,
having no sympathy for infidelity since she’d fled California to
rid herself of a drunken,
unfaithful husband.

I tore up the letter and
tossed the pieces into the trash. Cal walked off muttering,
“Exactly where she belongs.”

Five years of our
lives with one another, I thought, yet Megan and I had never been
in love. We’d needed each
other the way the first two humans on Mars might: for companionship
and survival—and for two liberal lesbians, Oklahoma felt like Mars.
Whatever the reason, she’d tired of the heat, the oppression, and
then it seemed we tired of each other. I bought her share of the
ranch, which pretty much left me with not a lot more than the dirt
under my feet.

The wind sent a chill
across my chest. I looked down at my shirt, realizing I was
storm-soaked from my vest to my boots, so I went inside to change,
crossing the big living area
with its faux-antler chandeliers and log pillars that replaced
walls and implied a separation of rooms. The main room flowed into
the kitchen, and the bedrooms were off to the side. On the south
end of the house was a 20 x 30 office with its own southerly
entrance and a porch that wrapped around the entire structure. The
master was on the north wall, and that made the bedroom cool in
summer, and still cooler in winter, which I became acutely aware of
when my relationship ended.

I threw warm water on my face and splashed new
makeup on, then ran a brush through my hair and blew my wet curls
dry. I’m doing okay
for thirty-eight. Thinner from the breakup and the heat. Can’t
complain about thinner. I
leaned close to the makeup mirror to examine my hair for signs of
blond giving way to premature gray. Probably obsessing over gray hair because I was
dumped. My blue eyes, which
people said went from dreamy to fiery in a blink, had lost a little
of their sparkle, but then I hadn’t had much to sparkle about
lately.

Prowling through my
closet for something dry to wear, I realized I looked like Ralph
Lauren meets Scully—wall-to-wall leather pants, tailored jeans,
starched white shirts, and several custom leather vests.
Kind of telegraphs my
social life—horses and ranch work and not much
else. I threw on a clean white
shirt and a thin leather vest with the RSR—Rae Starr Ranch—brand on
it, brushed off my jeans and boots, and went back
outside.

The storm had moved
past and a coolness had settled over the ranch, so I plopped down on the porch swing that faced
west to enjoy the peace and quiet, and the magnificent breeze that
sent a chill up my arms. Cal rounded the corner from the stables,
Ellie in tow. I could tell from the excitement playing just below
her eyes, where the skin crinkled up when she was amused, that she
was relishing whatever information they were about to drop on
me.

“Well, Ellie went over there
and met our new neighbor,” Cal reported.

“So somebody bought
the place?” I sighed, forlorn.

“Not exactly ‘bought.’ Tell
her, Ellie.”

Ellie cleared her throat as
if about to give a high school presentation. “Well, the new owner
is Ms. Jane Barrow, cutting-horse champion, and she won the ranch
in a poker game.”

“Sounds like we’re
gonna have to rename that
ranch the Double or Nothin’.” Cal grinned.

I vaulted out of the swing
and landed two feet in front of Ellie, who jumped back. “Some
damned cowgirl won that ranch playing poker?”

“Not just any damned
cowgirl, missy.” Cal loved to tease me. “Jane Barrow. You should look her up. She was
something in her day.”

“In her day? So she’s some
old lady who’s going to turn the place into a retirement home for
busted bronc riders?”

Ellie rattled on at a
rapid pace. “Said she was going to follow me back here,
because she wanted to meet you in
person, because she could tell from my visit that you were the type
who had a lot of questions.” Cal dragged Ellie away before she
could end up in my blast furnace.

I was known for having
a short fuse, which I’d tried to mature out of but so far wasn’t making too much progress. I had
a whole lot to be short-tempered about.

“I’m trying to run a
damned riding school in a part of the country where summers mean
117-degree heat index, workers are crazy, right-wing Jesus freaks
wear ‘God Loves You’ T-shirts
while stealing everything that isn’t bolted down, and every old
white guy wants to know if I have a husband, because how else could
I get enough money to buy a ranch, and that’s before I have to deal
with prepubescent little girls and their menopausal moms. And now
this, with the ranch next door.”

“Now, Rae. You get worked up
every time it changes hands. They won’t be over there long. None of
them stay. So save your blood pressure,” Cal said calmly.

“You know how many
times I’ve planned and plotted
to figure out a way to buy that spread, if for no other reason than
to keep more weirdos from buying it? And now weirdo number five has
beat me to it, and not even with hard-earned cash savings, but in
some half-assed, cockamamie poker game. How can anyone value
something they won in a damned poker game?” I said to Cal’s
backside as she headed for the barn, but mostly I was just venting
into the air.

Before my steam had
subsided, a big, tricked-out black King Ranch Expedition SUV
pulled in through the open
ranch gates, drove down the winding road, and parked just south of
my office in front of the barn.

The door opened, and a
tall, elegant woman, dressed in black, stepped out. She closed the
door gently behind her, and in the sunlight I could see she had large, graceful hands that
allowed her to wear an extra ring on her index finger. The ring
glittered in the sunlight like trophy jewelry. Her black boots were
silver wing-tipped, the shoulders of her tailored shirt were
silver-trimmed, and her shiny silver hair was brushed back and just
visible under the edge of her black cowboy hat. I’d never seen a
woman look so good in a cowboy hat.

She tilted her aviator
sunglasses down so I could see her eyes and said in a nice alto
tone, “You must be Rae Starr.”
She extended her hand. “I’m Jane Barrow.” She gave me a grin that
damned near knocked me over. I kept looking into her eyes, which
were absolutely gorgeous.

“You’re a little bitty
thing,” she said. “You run this place all by yourself?”

“Size isn’t a measure of
competence,” I shot back.

“True,” she said
good-naturedly, seeming amused by me, which made me bristle. “Since
I’ll be your neighbor, thought I’d stop by and say hello. We plan
to run cutting horses, work with semi-pros who want to
turn pro. I heard you’ve had your
share of city folks moving in, so wanted to set your mind at ease
that we know ranching. My ranch foreman is Wiley Evers, a good man.
He can help you out if you ever need an extra hand in an emergency.
I hope you’ll stop by and pay me a visit some time.”

“Did you really win that
ranch in a poker game?” I didn’t even bother to work up to the
question politely, too irritated that I wasn’t the new owner.

“I did. I’m willing to
take a gamble when I find something that’s worth it.” She winked at me. “Nice to meet you, Ms.
Starr.” Then Jane Barrow touched two long, elegant fingers to the
brim of her hat, got into her SUV, and drove slowly down the ranch
drive, heading south to her place.

Now that’s
one sexy damned woman.
Wonder how old she
is.

I went into my office,
googled Jane Barrow Cutting Horse Champion, and found several
dramatic shots of her on horseback going back two decades. One at a
championship event in 2015, when she was forty-five.
So she’s fifty
now. It was hard to believe
the woman who got out of that SUV was fifty. Well, good. I let go of any romantic notions about glamorous
cutting-horse champions.
Good that she’s
fifty.


Chapter Two

The heat had returned
with such intensity that the wisteria on the front
porch collapsed over the sides
of their pots in surrender to the scorching sun. I spent my morning
putting together internet flyers and electronic ads announcing
Cal’s western-dressage classes. I sent notifications to our more
experienced riders about the upcoming shows and the registration
requirements, then blasted out a mailing to everyone on our list,
reminding them that horseback riding improves a rider’s confidence
and grace. Ellie interrupted me, saying there was a commotion in
the arena.

“Sara Belle
and Carolyne are in a major pissing
contest. You better get over there right away.”

I jumped up from my
desk and hurried down the office steps past the wide barn aisle
overlooking the south pastures, to the arena located down a dirt
path east of the barn. Horse
paddocks and grazing pastures were fenced off on the south and
east. The layout was designed to make it easy to keep an eye on
everyone and quicker to reach the horses and riders in an
emergency. As I jogged along beside Ellie, she filled me
in.

“Started two days ago. Cal thought she had them
settled down, but Carolyne Remington has been needling Sara Belle
pretty good, and now Sara Belle’s threatening to slug her. I think
she could deliver a pretty mean right hook.”

Arriving minutes later
in the arena, I could see the
two little girls nose to nose. Carolyne, tall and thin, with
perfect posture and every curl in place, was squared off with Sara
Belle, who looked sloppy and perspiring and tear-stained. Cal was
attempting to break up the fight.

“Hello,
ladies!” My arrival startled
them. “Too hot out to make things even hotter. What are we arguing
about?”

“She called me a toad
and said I’d never win anything, and I needed to find another sport
and stop embarrassing myself,” Sara Belle said defiantly,
never taking her eyes off
Carolyne. I looked at Carolyne for confirmation.

“I simply spoke the
truth.” Carolyne’s private-school education came out in her calm,
and succinct, fighting style. For just a second, I wondered if she
knew her mother wore no underwear. The very fact that my mind went in that direction showed how
much these kiddie altercations bored me.

“Today’s truth is not
always true tomorrow,” I said quietly, and both of them blinked at
me. “For example, as you probably know, people used to
believe the earth was flat,
and if you refuted that ‘truth,’ you would be executed. But now we
know the earth is round. Well, at least most of us do. So
yesterday’s truth is no longer true. Therefore, the best approach
is probably not to set ourselves up as truth tellers, but to work
on our own skills and not judge others, because regardless of how
good we are, someone will always be better. Handshake?” The girls
reluctantly shook hands, then separated like prize fighters, going
to opposite ends of the arena. Probably waiting for me to leave so they can clobber
each other.

Cal whispered, “That was
good.”

“Only works because I
rarely speak to them, so I’m a novelty.” I headed back to the
office, and over my shoulder I heard another little girl asking her
mother why she had to share
the arena with two riders who weren’t as accomplished as she was.
Her mother said she’d take that up with Cal. Her mother should tell her to put a
sock in it and get her ass on her pony and ride. Puberty was difficult, but puberty on horseback
was almost unbearable.

As I walked along the
path back toward the house, I saw movement over on the south side
of my ranch. Big cattle trucks were lumbering in, and young steers
were being off-loaded. It looked like men were setting up chutes
and water troughs for a cattle
operation. Well, there are worse things, I thought. At the main
entrance, two men were erecting a huge T-Bar and hanging a sign
depicting a woman on a cutting horse and the words
Barrow
Ranch.

Late in the afternoon,
the two ranch dogs, Hairy and
Sally—stray mixed-breeds thoughtless people had dumped on our
land—began howling like coyotes. Sally was a sweet, short,
blond-fur dog, but I related more to Hairy’s looks. His mass of
gray, black, and white hair always stood straight up from his body
like he’d just come from an electric shock treatment.
If I were a dog, that’s
how I would look—in a state of shock. In fact I wasn’t sure as a human that I wasn’t
starting to look that way. The two of them were howling in concert
with a high-pitched sound it would take me another thirty seconds
to hear…sirens.

The sirens grew louder
and louder until they seemed to be on top of us. Cal and Ellie
joined me, staring south toward the Barrow Ranch, where an
ambulance wheeled in. The paramedics were there about half an hour, and then the ambulance
slowly pulled away.

“Whatever it was, it can’t
have been that bad,” I said to Cal. Had something happened to Jane?
And why did I care, other than she seemed to add a little panache
to the prairie?

“Want me to go
find out?” Ellie seemed to be
enjoying her role as riding-school spy.

“No. Let’s not give
them the impression we’re monitoring their every move,” I said,
though frankly I was. “Unless you’re interested in something over
there.” I was teasing Ellie, and she blushed.

“Nothing I want.” She blew
out a puff of air, sounding like an irritated horse.

 


* * *

 


Later that afternoon,
the farrier arrived to shoe our six stable horses. Some of the boarders brought in their own
farrier, but most used ours, which meant he had about a dozen
horses to trim every six weeks. He’d spent the morning at the
Barrow Ranch, shoeing a few of their horses—grouping his ranch
clients to save time and money—and he mentioned he was there when
the ambulance arrived.

“She had some workers
putting up the chutes, and one of them got his hand slammed in the
slide and crushed it. Took him in for X-rays, that kind of thing.”
The farrier, a short, stocky, ruddy-faced man, chewed tobacco as he worked.

“Lose any fingers?” I
asked.

“Don’t think so, but doubt
he’ll be playin’ the violin any time soon,” he replied, whittling
on a hoof as he spoke and spat.

“Did he play the
violin before?” I grinned, playing along with the old joke.

“Nope.” We both laughed.

“So what do you think
about that?” I asked. Farriers were the hairdressers of the horse
world. They knew everybody, and everything, and giving him an
open-ended question was like asking, “So what did you find
out?”

“From what I hear, she’s the
real deal. Knows her stuff, been around—not a bad lady.” He paused
to spit his chaw. “Bit of a rounder, I guess, in her youth.”

“How round?” I poked fun at
his description of her.

“Let’s just say, word
is she’s had a lot of shoes
under her bed.” He chuckled.

“Nothin’ wrong with that, I
guess.”

“Of all sizes.” He
laughed again, and I wondered if he was trying to say she was
bisexual, but I changed the subject, knowing there’s a point where
folks in the country think you’ve gone from joshing to prying.

“Check Bellamy’s feet, will
you?” I focused on the big, black lesson horse he was trimming.
“Seems like he’s stabbing that right front into the ground.”

“Will do. Heat and
temperature shifts causing a lot of tender feet this
summer.”

“Last year it was rich
grass, this year heat stress. ‘Healthy as a horse’ is a joke. If
you see any early sign of foundering, go ahead and put him in the
third stall.” I thanked him, thinking I’d like to go to the Barrow
Ranch and see what she was up to. Must be
the “shoes of all sizes” that has me curious.

I enjoyed
conversations with the farrier and the other cowboys who came and
went out here on the ranch. Although I’d gone to school back East,
I was an Okie at heart and loved the vivid language of
the prairie. The farrier glanced up
from his work. “Tried the new bakery.”

“How’d you like it?”

“Get one of those
death-by-chocolate, double-fudge thingies. Richer than three foot
up a bull’s butt.” He whistled in appreciation, and I laughed.

“Well now,
that’s a highly visual
recommendation. I’ll try one,” I said and went back to my
office.

I’d barely gotten
settled at my desk when a tap on my office window and Margaret
Windom’s face peering through the glass startled me. I hated it
when mothers skipped Cal and
came to see me about their kids, and I particularly hated it when
Margaret Windom visited me, because she made me uncomfortable. She
was about my height, with short, dark hair brushed forward framing
her face, and she wore almost military-style dresses with cinched
waists and epaulets that made her appear even more domineering than
she was. If I let my mind run free, which was never a good idea, my
mind would be fleeing the building right now.

For two years,
Margaret Windom barely knew I was alive, but in the chaos of my breakup, during which Megan
flitted around the barn aisles like an aggrieved drama queen,
Margaret must have realized that Megan and I might be more than
just roommates, and that revelation seemed to pique her interest.
Recently, I noticed her interest had turned to something more
personal I didn’t want to think about, because she followed me with
her gaze as if she were a peregrine falcon and I a field
mouse.

I opened the door and
asked her in, offering her a place to perch. “I don’t
want to interrupt,” she said,
having already interrupted, “but I heard from Sara Belle that she
had a little altercation with a fellow rider.”

“I think it all got
resolved. It’s the heat. Sometimes tempers flare.”

“She said you
intervened and made her feel better, and I wanted to thank you
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