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Abigail Peters pulled up outside the open gate and read the large sign in block letters on a polished piece of wood: Meadowlark Dude Ranch. She was definitely in the right place.

The well-kept gravel drive beckoned to her, and she slowly drove through the wooden gate, marveling at the tall, green pine trees and vast expanses of pasture. She rolled down her window and took a deep breath of the June air. It was wonderful to get out of the city and to breathe in some fresh air - a hint of pine, and just - clean.

Her editor, Carla, suggested she book a vacation here. “Cowboys are hot, darling,” were the older woman’s whiskey-coated last words to her. “Book a vacation at a dude ranch, soak it all in, and write me a cowboy romance. Sexual tension up the wazoo!”

And Abigail had obeyed. Because the last thing she wanted to do was to go back to her full-time job, working in a cubicle forty hours per week, fielding customer service enquiries, a headset clamped around her scalp.

Ever since she’d been at college, she’d worked hard on her writing. And eventually, it had paid off. She’d written practically every workday, plus many hours on the weekends, honing her craft, taking workshops, joining Romance Writers of America and the local chapter meetings, and finally, finally, she’d gotten published. Although it was her first published book, it was the fifth romance she’d written. The previous ones were consigned to a flash drive in her desk at home.

But she hadn’t taken the plunge to quit her job until late last year, when she’d handed in her third book. And last week, she’d just sent Carla her fourth, when Carla had surprised her with the idea for a vacation on a dude ranch.

“And of course, it should be tax deductible. Check with your accountant,” her editor had said. “What could be better?” 

Abigail parked in front of a ranch house, its white clapboard and tidy porch sporting a planter with yellow primroses lending it a homey air. Nobody seemed to be around. 

She’d been surprised but pleased when she’d searched online for dude ranches and found a listing for this guest ranch, and thought perhaps the name was a good sign, since her pen name was Annabel Lark. She’d always wanted to visit Wyoming and this was her chance! And even better, they’d had a vacancy. But now, looking around from the safety of the car, the place seemed deserted. They were expecting her, weren’t they?

She got out of the car, and walked in a small circle, a little puff of dust rising from the crunch of her shoes on the gravel. 

Peace and quiet.

A cow mooed in the distance, making her start. She hadn’t realized before how loud cows were.

Still nobody came to greet her.

Just green grass, blue sky, and more tall pine trees bordering a section of the driveway.

She looked at her silver watch with the pale rose leather strap. Three p.m. Thursday. Surely someone was around somewhere?

Abigail yawned, covering her mouth. She’d been wedged into a tiny seat in coach, a little boy behind her kicking her seat for practically the whole four-hour flight from Sacramento. And then she’d driven two hours to get here. Right now, all she wanted to do was take a shower and relax. Preferably on a comfortable bed. 

A faint clang sounded, and she turned toward the sound. Perhaps somebody was working behind the house. 

She headed toward the noise, mentally rehearsing what to say. Since she’d become a full-time writer, she realized she really didn’t get out much. Maybe once or twice per week to run errands and do her grocery shopping, and attend a writers’ meeting, but she didn’t have the interaction with colleagues she’d experienced with her nine-to-five job. And since she was a naturally shy person, sometimes she found it hard to talk to strangers, even when she needed to. This situation was a perfect example.

A large brown barn came into view. The paint was weathered, but it looked to be in good condition. The clanging noise sounded again, this time louder.

“Hello?” She peered in through the open door, but couldn’t see anything except darkness. Should she go in? Or wait out here? 

There was a moment of silence, then she heard the sound of booted footsteps. 

A tall, broad-shouldered man in his mid-thirties emerged from the barn. Russet brown hair, straight nose, firm jaw. He wore faded blue jeans and a white t-shirt smudged with dirt. But the dirt didn’t stop her from being able to get a glimpse of the cotton clinging to his muscular chest.

Her eyes widened. He would be the perfect looking hero for her next romance.

“Can I help you?” He wiped his hands on a piece of towel. “Are you lost?”

“No, I don’t think so,” she replied, telling herself to breathe and suck in her tummy at the same time. Since she was only five foot six, her curves had a tendency to overwhelm her frame, at least that’s what she told herself, instead of deciding to go on yet another diet that always ended up in disaster.

So she’d given up on the diets, and decided to hold herself tall - as tall as she could be at her height, and suck her tummy in when she remembered.

“This is the Meadowlark Dude Ranch, isn’t it? That’s what the sign said at the gate.”

“Sure is.” He grinned at her.

“I have a reservation?” She cursed as she up-spoke, turning her statement into a question at the end. She only did that when she was nervous.

“Abigail Peters?” He looked at her intently.

“Yes.” She attempted to give him a confident smile.

“I’m Riley, the manager.” He looked at his hand as if checking it was clean before holding it out.

“Hi.” She placed her pale plump hand into his much larger, tanned one.

A shock of electricity raced up her arm.

Riley frowned. “Someone should have met you at the house. Did you go there?”

“I parked there but I didn’t see anyone. Then I heard a noise and followed it here.”

“I’m cleaning out all the old farming equipment.” He gestured to the mouth of the barn behind him. 

They stood staring at each other for a couple of minutes. Abigail wasn’t sure what to say next. It wasn’t often a good-looking guy like Riley came into her orbit - or any man, really. These days, the closest she got to a guy was looking at the cover model on her latest book. And before then, she hadn’t had much luck with dating, so her fictional heroes had taken up most of her available time.

“Let’s get you settled in.” He seemed to snap to attention and began heading toward the house. “We have four cabins but you’re the only guest at the moment.”

“Oh” she said, noticing he matched her shorter stride, instead of going on ahead and expecting her to catch up, like her last boyfriend in the dim distant past had done. That had always annoyed her.

“We have a housekeeper, Trudy, and a ranch hand called Larry. Meals are served at the farmhouse. Breakfast from eight ‘til ten, lunch noon to two, and dinner six ‘til eight. If you want to participate in any of the activities on offer, just let me or Trudy know.”

“Okay, thanks,” she murmured, hoping he hadn’t noticed her flushed cheeks. It would have been fun to come here on a real vacation, not a working one. Perhaps she could shadow him one day, write down everything he did in a typical day to make her story more authentic? 
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Riley couldn’t stop himself from spouting out the information, like he was an animated tour brochure.

What the hell was wrong with him?

He had no problem chairing a business meeting, or being able to size up an attractive gold digger in five seconds flat - after all, he’d had enough practice. 

But as soon as he caught sight of Abigail Peters peering inside the barn, he’d found himself as nervous as a high school kid on his first date.

She was shortish. Not that short he supposed, but not tall either. At six foot two, he was obviously taller. And she had curves. Curves that gave her figure a luscious plumpness, as if she were a ripe peach, even though they were covered up in khaki cargo pants and a turquoise shirt with little cream buttons running down the center, covering up her generous breasts.

Her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she had cute bangs framing her face. But when he’d seen her eyes ... he’d thought he’d drown in her sapphire blue gaze when he’d emerged from the barn and she turned her attention onto him. 

Her sweet, heart-shaped face just added to the combination of total rightness he’d felt when he’d seen her. He’d been sucker punched. 

And now he couldn’t stop talking about the ranch, as if he were afraid that if he did, she might suddenly disappear. 

And introduced himself as the manager, when in fact he was the owner.

It seemed like a great idea at the time. He’d bought the ranch a year ago, thinking that it might make a good place to spend his ever-decreasing vacation time. He’d allowed it to run as it had been, while he decided whether to keep it as is, or turn it into a private retreat.

Until he’d suddenly woken up one day in L.A., realizing that if he didn’t take a break, he might never get around to going there.

So he’d cleared his calendar, sent a couple of the staff on an extended vacation of their own, and decided to play manager for the summer, for a change of pace. He’d kept Trudy and Larry on after swearing them to secrecy as to his identity, because although he owned a couple more ranches in other parts of Wyoming, he didn’t think even he could do the work of three, especially when paying guests were involved.

And this way, if he met someone, he’d know they were interested in him, Riley the ranch manager, and not Riley the billionaire. In L.A., all the women he seemed to meet were gold diggers. He wanted to meet someone real.

Like Abigail.
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“You must be Abigail!” A motherly looking woman in her fifties hurried down the three porch steps. “I’m sorry I wasn’t around when you arrived. I was putting a bunch of cornflowers in your cabin to brighten it up.”

Abigail and Riley had ended up back at the farmhouse. 

“This is Trudy. Just ask her for anything you need,” Riley informed her.

“Thank you.” Abigail smiled at the older woman. 

“Let me show you to your cabin,” Trudy said. “You must be tired after your journey. I’ve put a pitcher of iced tea in your little refrigerator and some brownies I made this morning in your kitchen. If you need anything else, just let me know.”

“I’ll show her,” Riley said. “We can drive down. It’s not too far from the house.”

“Thank you,” Abigail said. She’d be more comfortable with Trudy showing her the cabin, but she couldn’t deny the fact that she found Riley attractive. More than attractive. Was he a real life cowboy? He certainly looked the part.

They got into her car, Riley telling her to keep going down the drive until the
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