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    Meg tied Don Juan to the same post as Whiskey. The horses didn’t bother each other now, dripping with the sweat of the climb and hanging their heads low as they sniffed at the dry oat weeds. I met Meg’s gaze and felt her waiting. She took a step closer to me. Our boots were only inches apart. We hadn’t stood this close, not without a horse or a fence between us, since the night we kissed. I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came out. Meg pressed one finger to my lips then let it fall slow as honey down my chin and throat. She paused just at the spot where my collarbones left a space, where they didn’t quite meet.




    My breath came quick and hungry. I stepped back and Meg’s finger slipped off me. She closed her eyes and turned away from me. I felt as if I’d slapped her and wanted to apologize but didn’t say anything. Meg went over to the married oaks then, her hand tracing the splitting trunk, her thoughts closed to me.
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  Chapter 1




  Meg




  One year ago . . .




  




  “Mrs. McCormick, can you hear me?” I rubbed my fist on the woman’s sternum and watched impatiently for any response. The sun beat down relentlessly on the arena and my uniform clung to my legs. Summer hadn’t officially started and it was already too hot to be caught outside after noon. Only her chest moved. Her breaths formed a labored pattern of three quick heaves then two slow sighs. She was sprawled out on her back with her left leg twisted sideways unnaturally. I slipped my stethoscope under her shirt and listened for a moment. Her lungs were clear and I decided the irregular breathing might just be a response to pain. I felt the pulse on her wrist, her skin strangely cool to my sweaty hands, and then checked her blood pressure. She was stable at one thirty over sixty.




  I sat back on my heels and eyed the path I’d taken to the arena, hoping to spot my partner, Eddy. Unfortunately, he was a new EMT and painfully slow. To the right of the arena was a large gray barn. A gravel path led from the barn to a white-fenced pasture, scattered with a few oak trees and three grazing horses, oblivious to the commotion of the accident. I half expected some cowboy to come swaggering down the path but no one was in sight. Just beyond the pasture, a sprawling one-story house with a gray stone front and a big redwood porch loomed like a perfect ranch estate. I couldn’t help but wonder what Mr. McCormick did to afford a place like this.




  “Mrs. McCormick?” I rolled my knuckles over her sternum again. I’d been at this job long enough to not mind unconscious patients. They didn’t complain. Still, we had protocol to follow. I yelled her name a third time. The woman’s eyes flickered open and she squinted at me. “Good. Now we’re getting somewhere.” Her eyes closed again and no amount of yelling seemed to get her attention. I forged ahead anyway. “Mrs. McCormick, I need your help here. Nod your head if you can hear me. Mrs. McCormick? Please try and open your eyes again.”




  “I hate being called missus.” Her voice reminded me of an ex who smoked too much. She leveled her gaze on me. “Who the hell are you, anyway?” Grimacing, she tried to shift up to her side, then cussed and sagged back again.




  “It’ll hurt less if you don’t move.”




  “Thanks, I figured that one out on my own. Where’s Gabe?”




  “He’ll be here soon, Mrs. McCormick.” Gabe was the ranch hand who had called for our ambulance. He’d led me over to the arena and introduced the unconscious woman as Mrs. June McCormick, one of the owners of the ranch. According to Gabe, Mrs. McCormick had been thrown from Jericho, the dark bay horse pacing in a small corral at the other end of the arena. He’d given his account of the accident and then gone back to the ambulance to help Eddy carry our equipment. Knowing Eddy, Gabe was probably getting a tour of the ambulance.




  “If you insist on saying my name over and over, call me June. Hearing missus makes me feel old and married.”




  I bit my lip and held back my smile. “Of course.” I liked it when my patients kept their sense of humor.




  “Where’d you say Gabe went?” June pressed her hand to her forehead. “Damn, everything’s so bright. I’ve never had a headache this bad. Feels like I fell down a flight of stairs, on my head.”




  “I hate it when that happens.”




  “Damn horse.” June shook her head slowly. “By the way, who’d you say you were?”




  “I’m Meg, your paramedic.”




  “My paramedic?” June eyed me for a moment. “Well, you got a nice uniform, medic. Carry any pain medication?”




  “It’s coming soon. My partner’s bringing our supplies.” I guessed June had a concussion. It would explain the headache and her confusion.




  June sighed and her eyes closed again. I quickly began an exam, trying to keep June talking with a series of questions. “Do you live here?”




  “For better or worse.”




  “And you ride horses?” I quickly summarized the external wounds that I could see. June’s left leg, turned out at an awkward angle, was likely broken at the tibia. There was an abrasion on her forehead, just above her right eyebrow with an egg-sized swelling under it. A deep laceration marked the length of her right palm and the wound was covered with sand and dirt.




  “Mm-hmm.”




  “Does it hurt when you take a breath?”




  June inhaled deeply. “No. It only hurts when I try to think.”




  “Yeah, I have the same problem.” I got a smile from her with that.




  “How long have you lived at the ranch?”




  “Forever.”




  “Forever is a long time.”




  “Mm-hmm.”




  I shined a light in June’s eyes and the left pupil constricted while the right one remained dilated. The leg would likely heal well with a cast but the head trauma could be serious. “How old are you?”




  “Thirty-three. Can you turn off that light?”




  “Sorry, I just had to check your eyes. Are you having any problems with your vision?” I replaced the penlight in my pocket when June nodded. “So, what does your husband do?”




  “He lies.”




  “He lies? That’s his job?”




  “Mm-hmm. Full-time liar. With benefits. 401K plan. Stock options.”




  “Oh. I’ve met people in that same line of work.” Semiconscious people were some of the most interesting people I meet. “And he lives here at the ranch?”




  “No.” June seemed to be upset by this question, the muscles at her jaws working as if she was clenching her teeth in pain.




  I decided to change the subject. “Okay, I’m going to feel around a bit here. Let me know if anything hurts. Other than your head, that is.” June’s body was probably too full of adrenaline for her to sense the pain of the broken leg. I didn’t try tempting fate by touching the leg, however. I felt her other limbs and checked for broken ribs. She cringed when I lightly touched the swelling on her head but didn’t say anything. “Another minute or so and we’ll get some pain meds for you.” I put a hand on June’s shoulder, rubbing gently, and felt her relax against me. June was attractive, distractingly so, and I thought of the details I’d like to add to the record for this call: nicely-defined muscles with soft curves in the right places; smooth, tanned skin, shoulder-length auburn hair; warm, amber eyes . . .




  Finally, I heard Eddy’s voice. He was following Gabe, trudging slowly down the path toward the arena, weighed down with nearly half of the equipment from the truck. “Why the hell did you bring all of that?”




  “Hey, Boy Scouts are always prepared,” Eddy answered, grinning.




  “Boy Scout? I thought they hired you as an EMT.” I shot back. I didn’t try to hide my irritation.




  He looked defensive and mumbled an excuse about why he’d brought the extra equipment. I was pissed about how long he’d taken but now was not the time to push him. The guy was still learning.




  Gabe pointed to the fence post above where June lay. “She hit right there, when Jericho, that crazy stallion over there”—he pointed to the other end of the arena where the bay was standing—“bucked her off like a sack of grain.”




  “Wow. A sack of grain, huh?” Eddy whistled faintly as his boot knocked against the fence post with a dull thud. He handed the long board and the other stabilizing equipment over the rail to me. “You think she’s got a spinal cord injury?”




  Gabe answered quickly, “Probably. I had a friend that got bucked off a bronco the same way and never walked again.”




  After ten years as a paramedic, I’d seen enough trauma cases to have a good intuition about spines. June could move her arms, turn her head and shift her weight. The only thing she couldn’t do was stand up and walk out of the arena on two feet. “Her spine is fine. She won’t be walking out of here though.” I pointed at the leg. “My guess is a tibial fracture.”




  Gabe looked doubtful but Eddy made his usual grunting sound of agreement. He grunted when he didn’t know what the hell was going on but wanted to seem like he’d already guessed whatever I’d just figured out. The stallion in the far corral whinnied and June’s eyes opened again. As she moved, I slipped a hand behind her back and helped her sit upright.




  “Just sit tight, ma’am,” Eddy said in an exaggerated western drawl. He was an ex-surfer from southern California and his attempt at an Old West accent was pathetic. He continued, “Ma’am, we’re gonna take real good care of you. I’m gonna drive the ambulance and Meg, here”—he paused and grinned at me— “well she gets to hold your hand. Then before you know it, we’ll be at the hospital.”




  I was ready to kill Eddy for that comment and gave him a good hard glare, which he completely ignored.




  “I hate hospitals,” June mumbled.




  “Well, by the look of things, you’re going to need a good doctor. That bump on your head . . .” Eddy switched from the western drawl to the sugary voice he used to talk to sick kids, “You know, our hospital has real good food and you get to keep the TV remote all to yourself.” Eddy smiled dumbly down at June. “The doctors will fix you all up.”




  “Who the hell is this guy?” June asked, obviously irritated.




  “I’m Eddy. I’m your EMT.”




  “My what? Well, can I get a new one of you?” Turning to me, she continued, “Hey, medic, does this guy have to be here?”




  “June, they’re both from the ambulance. Let them do their job.” Gabe’s voice was just as patronizing as Eddy’s. I briefly considered sending them both back to the truck to wait there. Carrying the patient myself would save a lot of time but getting chewed out by my boss later made the idea less desirable.




  “Gabe, how about you do your job, shut up and help me up.” June reached up to brace herself against the fence and drew her left leg under her. The right leg was still stretched out. Gabe reached through the fence rail to stabilize her. With one arm hugging the lowest fence railing and her left leg tucked under her, she grimaced and tried to stand. I struggled against the urge to grab her. Unfortunately, if an alert patient refused care, we weren’t supposed to intervene. A moment later June collapsed back on the ground, cussing. Her right foot pointed outward toward the barn while the rest of the leg faced the sky. The adrenaline was probably starting to wear off. June finally relaxed and looked up at me. “You look like you’re saying ‘I told you so.’”




  “I think it’d be easier if you let us help.”




  “Fine. Go ahead and help. And can I get that pain med you promised? Aspirin or something. Maybe a shot of morphine. I’d ask for a shot of whiskey but I have a feeling you probably don’t carry that.”




  I struggled to ignore the notion that I’d like to ask June out, under other circumstances. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you something strong. Then we’ll stabilize your leg and move to the hospital.” To Eddy, I continued, “I’ll radio ahead to the ER at Sutter Hospital and talk to the doc on duty about giving meds. Get her leg set on the board.”




  I radioed the dispatch center and got patched through to the hospital. A moment later, I had the morphine drawn up in the syringe. I pushed up June’s shirt sleeve and rubbed her muscle with an alcohol swab. “This is gonna sting for a second here.” She watched the needle sink in and then closed her eyes.




  




  Chapter 2




  June




  Present Day




  




  “She’s got some spunk.” Rhonda began, climbing up to the top fence rail of the arena just as the bay mare galloped to the other side.




  I nodded, trying to keep my focus on the horse. Cassidy was in the far corner of the arena now, breathing heavily with nostrils flared. The sun had dropped to eye level on the horizon just behind where the mare stood and I couldn’t look at her very long without being blinded by the bright rays. Her brown coat was darkened with sweat but her body was outlined in sunlight. In the distance, the hills were trimmed with the same gold hues. “Today’s her first time on a lunge line with a saddle on her back.”




  “How’s she doing?” Rhonda lit a cigarette and took a drag.




  “She’s acting like a yearling but she’s almost three.” The horse bucked, trying to throw the weight off her back. The saddle stayed in place despite her attempt to dislodge it, so she had craned her head to her side and tried biting it off. “She’s too smart for her own good. But I like a smart mare.” I cracked the whip to get her moving again. Rhonda took another drag and let the smoke curl out of her lips slowly. She had a way of smoking that made it seem like nicotine ought to be savored like something close to good wine. “I thought you quit last week.”




  “Rough day at work. We had two patients go into cardiac arrest and, well, you know . . . one more cigarette won’t kill me. I’ll quit tomorrow.” Rhonda was dressed in her green hospital scrub top and blue jeans, as usual. “Tell me about the mare. Why haven’t I seen her before?”




  “Cassidy’s been out in the east pasture with three other mares and two of my dad’s retired geldings.” She’d been the troublemaker of the bunch since I put her out there and I had some misgivings about training her. “When I get her in the arena, the only thing she’ll do is charge in straight lines, rear or buck. Just like her dad.”




  “Who’s she out of?”




  “Jericho and Sassy.”




  “Why the hell did you breed those two? Didn’t your father make you promise not to breed that mare? I can clearly remember him calling Sassy the Wicked Witch of the West. And Jericho? Only your crazy bronco riding pals would buy that stallion.” Rhonda shook her head. “Your father is saying ‘I told you so’ from his grave.”




  “Probably.” I’d given my dad a lot of reasons to say ‘I told you so’ and didn’t regret not hearing the words now. I tightened my grip on the lunge line as Cassidy charged toward Rhonda’s perch. The mare bucked again, sending a flurry of sand up in the air, then spun on her heels and bolted in the other direction. “Isn’t she pretty to watch? She outruns all the other two-year-olds she’s pastured with. I’d bet she’ll be as fast as her dad.”




  “Great. We’ll nickname her Butch Cassidy.”




  “Butch? Why is it that lesbians have to make everyone secretly gay?” I gritted my teeth to hold back my smile. Rhonda always got touchy when I teased her about lesbian idiosyncrasies. She pointed out my homebody tendencies just as often, which she’d somehow linked to divorcees, so I figured I had a right to tease.




  “You could just agree with me. Maybe say it was funny.” Rhonda sighed. “I think you woke up on the wrong side of the bed again.”




  “You’ve been telling me that for the past two years.”




  “Well, maybe you need to rearrange some furniture.”




  I looked over at her and grinned. “Now that was funny.”




  “I knew I could get a smile out of you if I kept trying.” The mare suddenly spooked as a gust of wind rustled a tarp on the far side of the corral. She reared, ripping the lunge line out of my hands and tore down the arena, digging in her heels at the last moment in a sliding stop in front of the gate. Rhonda leaned back, trying to escape the brunt of the dust cloud. “Shit, June, you’re in for it if you plan on breaking that horse yourself. Why don’t you get one of the ranch hands to ride her first?”




  “And miss all the fun? Hell no.” I squeezed my hand into a fist, trying to numb the sting from the rope burn and then caught up with the tail end of Cassidy’s lunge line. As soon as the mare glanced back at me, I cracked the whip to get her moving off the gate. She made a few erratic sweeps past me before succumbing to the whip’s guidance and found the circular path I’d been trying to get her into all afternoon. She circled for several minutes, her pace gradually easing to a jog. She finally stopped on my command. I approached her, trying to push down the fear that inched up my chest. Yesterday we’d gone through a similar training session, minus the saddle, and as soon as I’d approached her then, she’d reared up and kicked her front legs a bit too close to my face. But this time I’d worked her longer. She was soaking in sweat and her head hung low, her breath still heaving in her chest. Speaking softly, I unclipped the lunge line from the halter and rubbed her neck. I placed one hand on the horn and the other at the back of the saddle, leaning my weight on the seat as if I might vault onto her back. Cassidy’s muscles trembled at the touch but she didn’t shy away. I loosened the girth and pulled off the saddle, smiling as Cassidy shook like a wet dog. “She’s making progress.”




  “I think you’re crazy.” Rhonda hopped off the fence. She stamped out her cigarette and opened the gate, leaving plenty of room for the horse to pass out of the arena without coming too close to her.




  “I’ve been called that before. They used to say that about you too, remember?”




  “Yeah, but we’re both in our thirties now. We can give up some of our daredevil ways when we’re this old.”




  “Maybe you can.” I set the saddle on the fence, keeping an eye on Cassidy as her lead line slacked. Earlier, the horse seemed to be looking for any excuse to act up. Now she seemed too tired to do anything but follow me.




  “You know, if you break your leg again doing something stupid, don’t count on me coming over all the time with dinner. I already fulfilled my best-friend obligations for you last year.”




  “Don’t worry, I won’t ask again.” In fact, I hadn’t before. Rhonda had no talent in the kitchen and I’d struggled through too many of her noodle casseroles.




  “You could just stick to riding the horses that have already bucked off someone else. You don’t have anything to prove, you know.”




  “I’m not trying to prove anything. As I remember, both of us used to ride the yearlings bareback. We weren’t trying to prove anything. I think we just wanted a little excitement and a good ride.”




  “I don’t need to tell you that there are better ways of getting a good ride.” She arched her eyebrows and murmured smugly about a past weekend’s affair with another nurse.




  “Don’t go there, Rhonda.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “You’re going to start in on a tirade about me needing to get laid.”




  She feigned a look of disbelief, then added, “Well, someone needs to tell you. Wouldn’t you rather hear it from me than some stranger?”




  “Is he a handsome stranger?”




  Rhonda rolled her eyes. She’d told me more than once before that a good roll in the sack solved all problems. And of course, being the divorced homebody, how was I supposed to argue? I quickly interrupted her when she started in on the topic of my sex life. “Remember when you got thrown halfway across the pasture by that mean old Appaloosa? You got up, brushed the burrs off your overalls and smiled as wide as I can ever remember you smiling. Forget about sex. What happened to your lust for excitement?”




  “I gave it to Goodwill along with my favorite pair of overalls. I miss the overalls.” Rhonda winked. “Don’t miss the bruises on my ass.”




  




  




  Rhonda had grown up on a ranch that neighbored ours and had been my closest friend since grade school. Her family eventually sold their land and moved to Sacramento, an hour southwest of here. Rhonda kept in touch until she moved east for college. I only got occasional letters then. After she graduated, she’d moved back to Sacramento and had apparently tried to look me up. By then, I was already a year into my traveling phase.




  I’d dropped out of college to take up wandering. I went as far east as Maine for a job on a fishing boat and as far south as Florida for a job as a waitress at a friend’s restaurant. The restaurant job didn’t pan out so I decided to keep moving. I crossed all the way to Texas, hoping to reach San Diego in a pickup that broke down twice before I changed my mind and ended up in Aspen, Colorado, for a stint at a ski lodge. I’d sent postcards back to the ranch from all the pit stops. My father kept tabs on me and passed the postcards on to my old high school boyfriend, Greg. Greg and I had gone to the same community college. He’d dropped out to take up bronco riding and then worked for my father training yearlings. My father and Greg both decided I’d eventually end up back home in El Dorado. After the ski lodge, I’d gone to Kentucky to work at a thoroughbred ranch where all the horses were racers or just plain crazy. A week after my twenty-fifth birthday, I called my dad to tell him I was catching a Greyhound to Sacramento. He didn’t ask if that meant I was coming home for good. He just said, “Good, I bought you a new pair of boots and I’ve got a colt I want to show you. You’ll want to start his training soon.”




  When I got home, Greg was waiting for me. He was still training horses for my dad and convinced me to move in with him in the apartment he’d built above the barn. My dad wouldn’t allow it unless we had a marriage license. So we talked about it and a few weeks later got married, quietly, by a justice of the peace. If my mother had still been around, things would have been different. My mother would have wanted the works—a wedding with guests, flowers and a reception. I was happy with the simple version. Greg and I were good for three years. Then we just started fighting about little things. The little things got bigger and neither of us could quite figure out what went wrong. When I finally told him to go, he left without an argument.




  The day after I’d kicked Greg out, Rhonda showed up at the ranch, saying she was looking for a horse to ride. I handed her the reins of a black horse with a white blaze. His name was Don Juan because every one of the mares in his pasture followed him around like he was God’s gift to the female horse. I’d just finished schooling the gelding and was looking for a buyer. But I liked the horse and wasn’t trying very hard to get rid of him. “Don Juan, the heartbreaker. He’s yours, free of charge.” She happily agreed and then said, “By the way, I’m a lesbian. Can you believe that?” I told her I didn’t believe it but we were both tomboys and things like that happened, I guessed. Then I told Rhonda that I’d kicked Greg out that weekend. We had already signed the divorce papers and I was sleeping alone in bed for the first time in three years. She’d said, “Things like that happen, I guess. Will you be upset if I say I’m happy for you?”




  




  




  I tied Cassidy up at the posts by the tomato bed and fished the hose out of the plants. Aiming the spray at the horse’s back and inching it slowly up her neck, I tried every language I knew which was mainly English, some German and broken Spanish to tell her to calm down. Rhonda held her belly laughing at me and I ended up, as she predicted, more wet than the mare. After a rewarding brown cascade of water flowed from Cassidy’s sides, I felt cocky and turned the spray near her head. She instantly reared up and kicked out at the hose, pointing out my mistake very plainly.




  “Damn, girl.” Rhonda whistled as she stepped back from Cassidy. She wasn’t laughing anymore and her face was paler than I remembered. Seeing Cassidy’s hooves from that angle would unnerve most people.




  “Sorry about that.”




  “If you survive this bath, come find me over in the arena. I’ll be grooming Don Juan. A friend from work is on her way here and I’d like you to meet her.”




  “Another nurse at the hospital? I thought you already dated all the available ones.” I moved to the horse’s other side and tried again with the hose turned on low. I’d met several of Rhonda’s coworkers and found all of them boring.




  “No, she’s not another nurse. You’ll be happy to know that after last weekend I’m giving up on nurses. Meg’s a paramedic. And you can’t tell me a paramedic is boring.”




  “So, your new girlfriend drives ambulances.” The water inched up the horse’s neck and her ears started twitching. I angled the spray the other direction before she had a chance to rear.




  “She’s not my girlfriend. We’re not even really dating. June, I swear, sometimes I don’t know why I tell you anything.”




  “Who else would you tell?” I kept my hand on Cassidy’s halter and let the water trickle down its chest. Cassidy almost seemed to enjoy the cool rinse as long as I kept my distance from her head. “Anyway I don’t really have time for small talk with your new romantic interest. The west pasture has a downed fence and I’ve got to make sure Gabe cleared out the storage shed. We’re expecting a load of alfalfa.”




  “Well, when you change your mind, come find me over at the barn.”




  “Enjoying a roll in the hay with your new girl?”




  “No, I’ll just be giving Don Juan a rubdown.” Rhonda turned and headed toward the barn. She kept talking as she walked away. “I think you’ll like Meg. Come introduce yourself at least. Be sociable.”




  After finishing with Cassidy’s bath, I cross-tied her to let her dry in the sun and then went to check in at the storage shed. As expected, the shed had been completely swept and the yard tools removed. Gabe was snoozing on a horse blanket, also as expected. Waking him was easy. My blue work shirt was still wet enough to get a few drips of dirty water off when I wrung it over his face and he shot upright like a jack rabbit.




  “What the hell?”




  “Morning Gabe. You still work for me?”




  He nodded sheepishly. “It’s siesta time. I’m allowed a break after lunch. Check the labor laws.”




  “There’s a fence leaning in the west pasture and some of the barbed wire is bent. If you follow the Wrangler Path down to the gully, you’ll find the spot under a couple of valley oaks. I think the deer have been working at it.” The deer were dead set against fences, something close to how Gabe was to working in the afternoon. His stubbornness about siestas drove me crazy. “Go on, the siesta’s over.”




  Gabe sighed and glanced at his watch. “You’re right. Okay, I’ll take a look at the fence.” He shuffled off without another argument.




  Having run out of excuses, I decided to make my way up to the barn to meet Rhonda’s new love interest. The gray paint on the south facing side of the barn could use a fresh coat before the summer sun hit it and I added that to my list of things to do for the new ranch hand. The henhouse that bordered the barn also needed to be repaired but that could wait. I’d thrown a few planks of plywood over the hole that my neighbor’s bull terrier had made trying to steal a chicken dinner last week. Fortunately, my collie Ajax had heard the terrier’s scuffle with the rooster. Ajax was convinced the hens were his monarchs and protected the pen like a British guard. He’d chased the terrier out of the yard before the hens lost anything more than feathers. Unfortunately, the rooster had met his end in the terrier’s jaws. Ajax had taken to sleeping at the gate of the henhouse and the neighbor’s dog hadn’t come near our property since.




  Rhonda was brushing Don Juan and keeping one eye on the front driveway. I flipped a grain bucket upside down and took a seat, leaning my back against the barn door. “Don Juan’s looking good. I think he likes that extra ration of grain we’ve been giving him.” His black coat glistened in the sunlight. “You’re taking him out on the trails tonight?”




  Rhonda nodded, obviously distracted.




  “So you really like this girl?”




  “I’ve had a crush on her for about a year now. Finally got up the guts to ask her to come out for a ride. I couldn’t believe it when she said yes.”




  It had been a long time since I’d seen Rhonda so interested in someone. I glanced at the sun, still high but inching toward the horizon, “If she doesn’t show—”




  “She’ll show.” Rhonda checked the road again, hearing a car coming over the hill. The car continued past the gates of the ranch and Rhonda turned back to Don Juan. She combed his mane halfheartedly. “I thought you had work to do.”




  “Someone told me I should be sociable. Anyway, I’m expecting a load of hay and they always deliver it here around six.”




  “It’s not six yet, is it?” Rhonda nervously glanced at her watch. “Five thirty. She was supposed to get off work at four. I guess she could have gone home first to change. Do you think she got lost?”




  “Relax, I’m sure she’ll be here soon. Has a girl ever stood you up, Rhonda?” Rhonda had recently informed me that she’d had more dates in the past year than she had shoes. And she wasn’t short on shoes.




  She shrugged. “This isn’t even a date, really. Meg thinks we’re just friends.”




  “Uh-oh. That sounds like trouble.” I knew that Rhonda had a tendency to fall for unavailable women. We had discussed the issue more times than I could count. “Does she drive a red Jeep?” A topless Jeep crested the hill and turned down the road heading for the ranch. The driver pulled up at the house and then looked around as if searching for some marker. The only way to know if you were at McCormick Ranch was by the sign on the side of the main road that said MC. Otherwise, no address was posted. Most people drove right on by and then had to turn back once they reached the main highway and realized they were twenty miles off course.




  Rhonda dropped the brush in her tack bucket. “Yep, that’s Meg. Okay, I’ll admit it. I was a little nervous she might stand me up.” She turned and headed up the path toward the house, waving to get her friend’s attention.




  I watched Rhonda greet the woman. They didn’t hug, didn’t even stand too close. Meg held up a pair of boots and Rhonda nodded, waiting for her
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