
Chapter One

			Heat Wave

			Hazel stepped into Banter & Brew, took a deep breath, and squeezed her eyes shut for a second to let the aroma of Knox’s freshly ground coffee transport her back to Grandma’s kitchen. She was eight or nine years old. The Princess Diaries was in her lap. Bacon sizzling. Percolator on the stove. Sunday’s paper spread across the table. Frank Sinatra, Grandma’s favorite, crooned on the antique turntable in the living room. Grandpa in that raggedy flannel shirt—the one that smelled like WD-40, which he used for everything, including the time Hazel got Bubble Yum stuck in her long red hair and went berserk thinking it would all have to get cut off. Dad doing a clumsy Moonwalk, trying to get Mom to dance with him. Everyone together. Healthy. Happy. Alive.

			Those were the days.

			Which was why Hazel would have done almost anything to hang on to them.

			She had scurried into the coffee shop, Owen Station’s first and only micro roaster, just as the lunch crowd was straggling back out into the brutal July heat. She set her own hours so technically she could have lunch whenever she wanted, but she liked being open during the traditional lunch hour just in case somebody needed to drop off an overdue book or pick up a new paperback. Plus, she looked forward to having Knox more or less to herself.

			He tossed an easy smile from behind the enormous, gleaming espresso machine, wiping his hands on the edge of his apron. “Afternoon, Hazel. How’s my favorite librarian?”

			“And your oldest friend.” She slapped the vintage copper counter as she hopped up onto her stool.

			“Hazel, how on earth could I ever forget?” He reached across to ruffle her hair.

			“Hey now!” She ducked and swatted his hand away. His boyish smile was annoyingly irresistible.

			Once in a while, somebody new in town—like a guest renting her little casita for the weekend—would make the mistake of assuming she and Knox were a couple. It never bothered her. She made that mistake herself once upon a time, for about five minutes junior year. Then she realized she’d rather date his sister. It took a few years before she was ready to share that with anyone else. But Knox? Nobody knew more of her secrets than he did. Oh, Delaney knew a lot, sure. But they had only been close friends since Hazel came back to Owen Station after college, about a decade ago, when Mom got sick. Besides, with so many people sitting in her chair at the salon, Delaney had become the town’s biggest busybody. Even though she kept some of Hazel’s darkest secrets—and Hazel loved her for that—it was Knox she trusted to know them all.

			He handed her a towel to wipe her brow and poured a tall glass of water, which she downed before it even had time to sweat. Then he tipped the pitcher and filled it again. “Still hot as hell out there?”

			“Well, it feels a lot like Phoenix.”

			“Same difference.”

			She snickered. Phoenix was hell. Too full of people. Too full of traffic. Altogether too full of itself. Just about everybody in her little town, three hours south of the city, would have agreed.

			Knox took a swipe at the counter with a wet rag.

			“What’ll it be, Hazel? The usual?”

			She pretend-flipped her hair back and sniffed. “Do you even have to ask?”

			The corner of his mouth ticked upward as he pulled out the chicken Caesar wrap he had all ready for her and slid it across the counter. “Oh, I don’t know, Hazel dear. I keep hoping one of these Tuesdays you’ll go wild and ask for my grilled cheese panini.”

			“Not likely. Mondays are grilled cheese. And, by the way, I am very happy you agreed to add it to your menu.” She arched an eyebrow to remind him of how he argued with her even after she searched high and low for that Edicraft sandwich maker, circa 1930, and bought it for him at an estate sale outside of Patagonia from people who had no idea what they were selling.

			“Yeah, yeah, I know.” His eyes rolled but his dimples deepened. “Wednesdays are quiche, Thursdays turkey subs, Fridays tuna fish. There’s nothing my Hazel likes better than a routine of historical proportions.”

			So what if he was making fun. Her reflection in his twinkling eyes grinned back at her. Plus, he had a point. Life had become predictable. Maybe even a little boring. At least that’s what Delaney was always saying.

			It didn’t used to be this way. Hazel had always been on the lookout for adventure. The exact opposite of that mousy little Mia Thermopolis. Hazel never would have run away from the challenge of being a princess. She would have filled her diary with tales of exploration and adventure. Like that night after a junior high dance, when she convinced everyone to sneak into the shuttered Mile High Mine, which everyone knew was haunted. 

			Knox pried off the boards and in they went, just deep enough to spook themselves silly. When he screamed because he thought he saw Headless Sam, the 1912 miner who stood a little too close to a blast, they spilled outside, tripping over each other in the moonlight like jackrabbits, laughing until their sides hurt. When Hazel went off to the U of A to get an English degree—with a minor in library science because, although she was daring, she was practical—she was secretly hoping to have crazy sex with as many sorority girls as possible. She begged Knox to come with her. Instead, he surprised everyone and married Lace, his senior prom date, and got a job bussing tables at the truck stop out near the highway.

			But that was all long ago, before responsibility and freedom had a fight to the death over who would get to finish her story. Freedom lost.

			Now, Fridays meant tuna.

			Somewhere between coming home to take care of Mom after the diagnosis and that soul-crushing day a few years later, when Father Mike sprayed holy water all over everywhere and Mom’s casket disappeared into the ground, something happened. Knox said she was haunted by memories. Delaney said she was stuck in the past.

			Whatever.

			What’s wrong with loving where you came from, anyway?

			Nothing. Unless it keeps you from figuring out where you’re supposed to be.

			Oh my God. This is stupid.

			Hazel shook her head trying to scatter the uncomfortable questions piling up around her.

			She loved Knox and his grilled paninis and her library and her routine and going out for girls’ night once a month with Delaney and Lace and the little house she inherited and this town. That didn’t sound like being stuck, did it?

			She couldn’t deny it, though. The weeks and months were starting to bleed into each other with the monotony of endless, long days under a blazing desert sun. She was past ready for a personal monsoon. Or at least some cloud cover and a few sprinkles. Something to break the building heat. Anything. Sometimes Hazel felt almost combustible. A marshmallow inside a microwave. But that wasn’t something she was ready to admit out loud, even to Knox. She could hardly admit it to herself. 

			Hazel took off her heavy, black-rimmed glasses and used a corner of her white cotton tee to clean them. “Seriously, Knox, I can’t remember it ever being this hot out there. I told Delaney I was ready to take my lunch to go and eat in her break room at the salon if your old swamp cooler wasn’t up to snuff.”

			He winced. “I’ve been worried about that myself. It’s 105 out there today. They’re predicting triple digits for the next week and still no sign of rain.”

			She pushed her glasses back on and twirled around on the stool to look at the empty sidewalk on the flip side of the café’s window. It hadn’t looked like this since the year the world shut down. But things were getting back to normal. And it was unusual to see so few people on Main Street, even during low season. 

			That was mostly due to Dad, thank you very much. 

			Hazel’s mom always sat a little taller when she told the story, and Hazel knew it by heart.

			After the last mine closed in 1978, Owen Station nearly died. There had been more than eight hundred students in Mom’s junior year class that year. At graduation, the following year, there were three hundred and forty-two. They picked “Stairway to Heaven” as their senior class song, an ode to disappearing hopes and dreams. But Dad had seen the future. He knew he needed a different plan than working the mines, and he’d already gone off to college three years before. When he came back with a degree in business, he proposed marriage, and went to work saving the town. He rallied everyone together. Got the few families with money, who hadn’t moved away, to invest. And almost single-handedly he ensured the preservation of those magnificent historic buildings on Main Street. By the time Hazel was born, Main Street was alive again, more or less, with tourists strolling through art galleries, boutiques, and gift shops. At night, they trailed through town on one of half a dozen ghost tours. Because, what’s an old mining town without ghosts? Dad never got to see the rest of his vision realized. His heart gave out when Hazel was just thirteen. Everybody said he literally died saving Owen Station. And there was no one like him to fill his shoes. 

			But Dad’s dream of preserving their beloved town didn’t die. Hazel wouldn’t let it. 

			She spun back around toward Knox. “I was going through boxes of old periodicals yesterday, and I ran across a copy of that travel magazine that put us on the cover a few years ago. Remember that?”

			“Of course I do,” he beamed.

			Knox opened the coffee shop not long after Hazel moved back after college and got his real estate license not long after that. Both businesses took off after that article came out, and the increased traffic helped him finally pay off the renovations at Banter & Brew. That’s when Hazel started doing short-term rentals of her guesthouse, too. All those tourists needed places to stay, and she sure needed the money. 

			“I had forgotten that article was called ‘Owen Station: Small Town with the Best Year-Round Weather.’” Hazel picked up her chicken Caesar wrap. “That seems ridiculous on a day like today.”

			“To be fair, it’s usually eighty degrees at this time of year and glorious.” Knox leaned lazily against the counter. “I think this heat is making everybody in town a little extra. Yesterday the Murphy boys were in here planning a sidewalk egg frying contest. I guess there’s some town outside of Yuma, where it’s always a hundred plus degrees, that’s been doing it for years. And, this morning, Alabama Joe and his posse from the encampment up at Gulch Haven were in the park, shaking their booties and singing ‘Purple Rain,’ trying to get the sky to open.”

			Hazel snorted, glad she had already swallowed that first bite, and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “I hope the Prince of Rain heard them.” Sometimes she cracked herself up.

			“Yeah, me too.” 

			Then Knox’s smile disappeared. “Less funny, though. And speaking of extra. This morning Sirus and some members of your Save Owen Station group were in here. It sounds like they might be planning some kind of protest.” 

			Hazel took a deep breath. “Seriously?”

			Knox nodded, shrugged, and shoved his hands into his pockets, like he was trying to keep them clean.

			Hazel dropped the wrap on her plate and squinted at him.

			“You know perfectly well, Knox, that I agreed to help Sirus start SOS because his family helped my dad save Main Street. And we needed a historical preservation society in this town.”

			She spread her hands open like she had nothing to be ashamed of.

			Knox studied her face, squinting back, silent.

			She blinked and pushed her glasses up, which were slipping down her suddenly clammy face. “I know Sirus can be a little hard to take…”

			Knox’s eyebrows shot up to the top of his forehead. “Sirus is a bully. And he thinks just because he owns this block, his voice is more important than anyone else’s. It’s gotten even worse over the past few years. I think he’s been spending too much time listening to the crazies out there—the other day I told him to unplug his TV. Anyway, Sirus couldn’t care less about our buildings—he just wants to make sure nothing in this town ever changes. Because the more it changes, the less important he becomes. But some of us—including people like me, who are trying to grow our businesses—actually think change is good for Owen Station.” 

			“Change for the sake of change is never good, Knox. Remember all those city people who swooped into town during the pandemic, thinking they wanted small town life? All they did was buy up land, knock down historic buildings, and build those ugly homes. Then, once it was over, they got bored, went back to the city, and turned their houses into short-term rentals. How is that good for Owen Station? They’ve driven real estate prices up so high that real Owenites can hardly afford to—”

			“Real Owenites?” Knox tilted his head sideways and looked at her like she just sprouted prickly pear on the tip of her nose.

			“You know what I mean.” Hazel’s ears tingled and the muscles in her shoulders stretched rubber band tight. 

			Knox kept staring, his unspoken words shooting upward and then nose-diving in her direction. Even though he had lived in Owen Station since he was seven, he was still considered a newcomer by the old-timers who ran things. And he hated it.

			“I’m just saying there is a right way to change and a wrong way.” Hazel sat up straight, like her mom would have. “When my dad—”

			“Okay, that’s enough, Hazel. I know all about it. Your dad was a hero. Rallied the town. Saved these old buildings. Did it without needing outside help.” 

			Knox’s face softened. “But that was a long time ago. And, except for my little coffee shop, Lace’s toy store, the tequila tasting room next door, and a handful of other businesses, nothing much new has happened here since then. In fact, I think things are getting worse. If a town’s not growing, it’s dying. And we’re not growing. Remember when the Millers wanted to retire last year? They couldn’t find anyone to buy their antique shop. Just boarded it up, sold their house, and bought an RV. It’s all they could afford. Last I heard they were Boondocking outside of Quartzite. At least tourists buy things and drink my coffee. At the moment, that’s the only thing keeping Owen Station alive. I understand your concerns, but I haven’t heard any better ideas coming from you or your SOS friends for giving this town the boost it needs.” 

			Knox dropped his eyes and leaned forward to pick up a towel, which he used to start rubbing circles into the counter. It sucked when they would get into fights. She knew he thought so, too.

			“I just love this town so much.” 

			“I do, too,” he said. But when his normally warm brown eyes met hers again, they were cool as augite.

			“I think the work my dad started here is worth continuing. Don’t you?”

			“Your dad didn’t preserve Owen Station, Hazel. He did everything he could to help this town survive.” 

			Then he took his rag and shifted over to clear some dishes off the counter a few stools down.

			This was an old argument. Usually, it ended in a draw. But lately, she was starting to wonder if maybe Knox had a point.

			Silently chewing her bottom lip, she thought about last night’s SOS meeting. It was business-as-usual at first. They approved the minutes from last month and reviewed the very simple financial statements. Then they looked at the agenda for the upcoming town council meeting and made a list of those properties they wanted to research, in order to be ready for the call-to-audience part of the meeting when they would get to state their objections. But then, right before they were ready to adjourn, Sirus said Doc Adams had something to say. Doc was the large animal vet who stopped in the library for a new mystery often enough to make Hazel think she might have a crush on her. Doc looked a little sheepish, but Sirus sort of pushed her shoulder to get her out of her seat and nodded his head. 

			“Go on, Doc,” he said. “Tell ’em.”

			Doc finally stood up and cleared her throat. She looked nervously down at Sirus and then at the rest of group. “As you all know, I was born and raised here. But then I left for school and never looked back. I’ve lived on both coasts and three cities in between, and I’m here to testify that there is no place as special as this town of ours. It’s more than those beautiful buildings on Main Street—which we have Hazel’s dad to thank for preserving. It’s our culture…our way of life. In Owen Station, everybody knows everybody, and we take care of each other. I see all the problems and crime out there, and it makes me thankful for the town we’ve built together. We need to make sure we don’t lose the things that make Owen Station special.”

			It made all the little hairs on the back of Hazel’s neck wave, trying to get her attention. Partly it was what Doc said. Hazel loved Owen Station. But it wasn’t perfect. 

			Mostly what bothered her, though, was Sirus.

			He was manipulating people. And, according to Knox, he was making plans she wasn’t part of. Instead of bringing the town together, like Dad had done, it felt like Sirus was pulling it apart. Hazel knew she should have talked to him right after the meeting instead of being in such a hurry to get home. 

			Home to what, anyway? A crossword puzzle and a glass of stale boxed wine? 

			It was super hard with Mr. Serious a few feet away, but she scrunched up her face and tried to shake the feeling that she’d started something she’d end up regretting. What could she do about it right in that moment, anyway? Not a thing.

			The guy on the stool next to her looked like he was getting ready to pay up. He definitely wasn’t a tourist. Big hands. Cheap jeans. A lingering smell of gasoline. Probably a trucker carrying a load of vegetables up from the border.

			Hazel leaned in his direction. “This little town has quite a history, you know.”

			Lucky fellow couldn’t have known he was sitting next to Owen Station’s resident expert on everything old—and someone in serious need of a distraction.

			His unintelligible grunt gave her permission to keep going. She turned her head to catch his reaction to one of her favorite facts. “We used to be the largest town west of the Mississippi.”

			His disbelieving side-eye was a shot of lighter fluid on a tiny flame. “I know! It’s hard to believe, but it’s true. Back in the early 1900s, this place was booming thanks to the copper mines. Big department stores. A stock exchange. Oh, there were plenty of bars and the brothels, but there was culture, too. Theater! Architecture…the first Otis elevator in the state was installed right here on—”

			Knox’s eyes darted toward the door, an uncharacteristic grimace stretched across his face, just as a blast of heat hit Hazel in the back. Like someone opened the door on a 450-degree oven and couldn’t decide whether or not to pull out the pie. She interrupted her story, which made the trucker look very relieved, and spun around on her stool, following Knox’s eyes as he roared.

			“Close the door, already! My swamp cooler isn’t big enough to take on Main Street, too.”

			A woman behind fancy dark sunglasses was standing in the open doorway, slowly looking around like she knew she was in the right place, but it was all wrong.

			Knox’s face twisted as his voice rose two octaves. “Please?”

			Looking like she belonged on a red carpet, the woman finally closed the door and stepped all the way inside, pausing dramatically, shoulders as straight as a saguaro, chin high. Hazel stopped breathing as the newcomer shoved her sunglasses up onto the top of her head and for real flipped her lusciously long, jet-black hair over her shoulder.

			L.U.S.C.I.O.U.S. Having a delicious taste or smell. Richly luxurious. Sexually attractive. LUSCIOUS.

			Reciting dictionary definitions to herself usually helped Hazel focus when she was uncomfortable. It helped her stay grounded. 

			This time it wasn’t working. 

			She glanced at Knox to see if he saw what she was seeing.

			With a shaky smile, he reached over and patted her hand, looking a shade paler than he did just seconds before. “Whoa there, old friend. I don’t think she’s your type.”

			“I’m not so sure about that,” Hazel whispered. Her gaydar was ding, ding, dinging. She gave his hand a squeeze and then patted him back. “You don’t exactly have a good track record when it comes to knowing the difference.” She was referring of course to his marriage to Lace. “But she is definitely out of my league.”

			Hazel had never seen anything—or anyone—like this woman before. A tight royal blue dress hugged every curve. Legs too long to be for real. And that attitude. Seriously? Like she owned the ground she walked on.

			Hazel licked her lips. She was pretty sure she didn’t like anything about this woman, but her body wasn’t getting the memo. Hazel’s heart thumped against her breastbone and heat rose in her cheeks. A warm tingling sensation crawled slowly from her thighs down to her toes, then shot back up, lighting her middle on fire.

			“Knox…” Her voice was raspy. And, although she was talking to him, her eyes never left the terrifying stranger in the doorway. “Get me another glass of water, would you please? It’s freaking hot in here.”

			Knox pulled the top of his Banter & Brew apron up over his face to wipe the sweat from his brow. “It most certainly is.” 

			There weren’t many customers left inside the coffee shop, but those who lingered were mesmerized. Every eye was on the stranger as she slowly surveyed the room. She grazed past each one and skimmed right over Knox until her eyes finally—and what felt like inevitably—pinged Hazel.

			Hazel swallowed hard. Pinned to the stool, she couldn’t move. But she should have. She should have gotten up right then and there and gone running in the opposite direction. As fast and far away as possible. Every red flag was waving, every warning bell blared, the microwave beeped wildly, and all the smoke detectors were screaming. This stranger wasn’t just a spring shower or even a summer monsoon. She was a once-in-a-century hurricane plowing up through Baja and across California to hammer the thirsty Arizona desert with flash flooding and winds that snatched you up into its irresistible, swirling vortex and wouldn’t let you go. She was trouble.

			T.R.O.U.B.L.E. Disturbance. Disorder. Turbulence. Tumult. TROUBLE.

			The exact opposite of what Owen Station’s most responsible, routine-loving librarian needed.

			




Chapter Ten

			Frisky Business

			Hazel spent weeks sneaking in and out of her own house like a burglar. She waited until she was sure Sena was tucked in for the night to slip Mango’s food outside the back door. And, except for work, lunch at Banter & Brew, and quick trips to the grocery store, where she made sure Sena’s car was nowhere to be seen, she hunkered down at home. She had made such a scene in front of Bexley—it was humiliating. But worse, she couldn’t shake the image of Sena standing there looking confused and hurt, with tears streaming down her cheeks. Hazel wasn’t about to chance running into her in the driveway or anywhere else in town.

			How was she supposed to explain what happened? She wasn’t even sure she understood it herself. But she regretted nothing. She had been faced with a life-or-death moment. Literally. As in, if she stayed one more moment on that street with Sena, her old life was going to have to die. And she’d seen enough death in her thirty-three years, thank you very much.

			That didn’t mean she didn’t cry herself to sleep that night…or every night since. It was impossible not to second-guess herself. Her heart told her she was an idiot for running away from the chance at a new life, a grand adventure, and maybe even a shot at love. And her body was in all-out rebellion, aching for Sena’s hands on her bare skin and another taste of those cinnamon-flavored lips. Even George and the Man in the Yellow Hat seemed to look at her like she was out of her mind. She did her best to steer clear of that corner of the library. In fact, she was doing her best to not see anyone. It wasn’t hard to be stuck at home. This had been the worst monsoon season on record. Almost the end of August and still no sign of rain. The heat was unbearable, and people weren’t just squirrely, they were getting mean. It was all making Hazel very cranky.

			She hunched over the counter, scowling as Knox set her usual tuna fish sandwich down. “When in the world is Sena’s house going to be ready, Knox? It’s been weeks, already.”

			“Happy Friday to you, too,” Knox said, unsmiling. Of course, he had found out what she did to Sena from Lace, who heard it from Delaney, who heard it from Bexley. Turns out there had been other people on the street that night, too, including one of those stupid ghost tours. Hazel hadn’t noticed any of them. She hadn’t cared then. Now she did. Everyone in town was talking about what happened. Except they didn’t actually know what happened. Because Hazel wasn’t even sure she understood it. But that didn’t stop them from talking.

			“You know I can’t discuss my clients with you.” Knox clipped his words. He had been working closely with Sena on her development plans. She was in there with him almost every day. Once in a while, on her way to work, she thought she caught a glimpse of Sena through the window. Knox tried telling Hazel about it and seemed to think that what Sena was doing was going to be good for Owen Station, that she was working closely with community members and planning things that would honor the legacy of the town. But Hazel didn’t want to hear about it. She didn’t want to hear anything Sena-related. 

			“I just want my house back.” 

			And my life.

			As whiny as Hazel sounded, she wasn’t surprised Knox spun off down the counter to take an order from a couple of regulars. Plumber Joe and Electrician Joe—that’s what people called them to avoid confusion—waved hello. 

			She ignored them, tucked her chin down, hunched over her plate, and poked at her sandwich.

			Why hadn’t she ordered something else? Nobody else cared what day it was. There was no universal rule that said you couldn’t have a grilled cheese on Friday. Or a turkey sub. Or whatever. There wasn’t even a rule that you had to eat at Banter & Brew. It didn’t matter what she ordered or where she ate, anyway. She’d lost her appetite when she lost Sena.

			When Delaney called the house the next day, she immediately regretted picking up. Delaney insisted Hazel come with them for girls’ night out. 

			“I’m not in the mood, Delaney.”

			“You’re pouting, Hazel. It’s not attractive.”

			“I’m not pouting. I’m busy.”

			“Doing what? Another crossword puzzle? Another idiotic SOS meeting?”

			“It’s none of your business.”

			Delaney laughed. “Girl, you are my business. And right now business sucks. You need to get out of that house before you shrivel up and become the town’s next old cat lady. Besides, Lace and I miss you. You’ve been MIA since everything happened with Sena. Enough is enough. I am picking you up at eight and you better be ready. If not, I’ll drag you out in your nightgown.”

			“I don’t wear a nightgown.”

			“You know what I mean. Go take a shower. Put something fun on. And be ready.”

			Delaney clicked off before Hazel could argue.

			She arrived right at eight in the bright red Wrangler she’d been driving for a decade. Hazel was ready. Once Delaney got something in her head, there was no use fighting it. 

			She had taken a long shower, lukewarm to help cool off after the day, and gotten dressed. Jeans, a simple silky top, and boots. She chose one of her mother’s favorites, a silver necklace with a roadrunner pendant, which had a small turquoise stone for an eye, to top it off.

			Delaney honked to let Hazel know she was there but didn’t get out of the car. She was that confident Hazel was coming. “You look great,” she said coolly as Hazel hopped in.

			“Are you sure you’re not a lesbian?” Hazel had made this joke a hundred times. “This car is a dead giveaway, you know.”

			“Are you sure you are?” Delaney raised one eyebrow high enough to lift the equally bright turquoise cowboy hat she was wearing.

			“Not you, too.” Hazel muttered it, hopefully sounding as exasperated as she felt.

			“What do you mean, not you too?”

			Hazel clicked her seat belt, grumbling. “Knox is still mad at me.”

			“Nobody is mad at you, Hazel,” Delaney said sharply. “We just don’t understand you. It’s almost like you don’t want to be happy.”

			Hazel opened her mouth to fire off a defensive retort, but Delaney cut her off. “Sena is really great, you know. Knox has been helping her make friends. He introduced her to the mayor and council. They’re all excited about her plans for the old downtown. That place has been an eyesore for decades and an embarrassing, constant reminder of how great this town used to be. And the old Y ladies are ecstatic! She asked a bunch of them to be on an advisory committee to design the new building. Which…was…brilliant. Everybody’s feeling hopeful about the future of this town for the first time in decades. And she’s done it all so quickly. But you! You’re moping around like—”

			“Not everybody is excited about what Sena is doing,” Hazel snapped.

			“Oh, you mean Sirus and that bunch of grumps?”

			“They’re not grumps, Delaney. They care about this town, about our history.”

			“History mystery. Blabbity blab. They’re grumps who don’t want anything to change.”

			“That’s not true. We just want change to happen the right way.”

			“So it’s your way or the highway? I get it.”

			Hazel was sick of hearing about it. She reached over, spiked the volume on the radio and slumped down in her seat to pout.

			“See what I mean!” Delaney shouted over the music. She reached over with a big grin and ruffled Hazel’s hair. “You need to let yourself have a little fun, my old-fashioned friend.”

			Hazel shouted back. “Why do you think I’m in this Jeep with you, flying to Frisky Business on a Saturday night?” Delaney was annoyingly good at chasing the gloom away and Hazel smiled in spite of herself.

			Frisky Business, which sat out on the edge of town, was Owen Station’s only adult toy shop. Lace opened it in the Owen Mansion after she and Knox split up. It was a crime the way the Owen family had let that place get so run down. Jack Owen, one of the original mine owners, had been the first in Arizona to order a house out of the Sears Modern Homes and Building Plans catalog back in 1917. Unlike Hazel’s great-grandfather, who used scraps to build his new wife a home using a Sears plan—the home Hazel was still living in—Mr. Owen had twenty-five tons of material delivered by railroad from Cairo, Illinois. He paid extra to have the parts for indoor plumbing and electrical wiring installed, even though it would be a year and a half before the town’s infrastructure stretched far enough out for him to hook up to it.

			The house had been vacant for years when Lace made a cash offer, using her more than generous divorce settlement. Knox invested in the business to help her get started, too. He wanted to be sure Lace would be okay because, well, because he loved her and always would. He wished it wouldn’t have taken an affair with that buxom blonde motorcyclist who whizzed in and out of town that last summer they were married for her to admit that she could never be happy married to a man. Even if that man was Knox. But he was glad they both finally figured it out.

			Lace lived in the back three rooms of the Owen Mansion now and ran the shop in front. She opened the door before they could even knock, gave Delaney a quick kiss, and threw her arms around Hazel. “Hazel, honey! It’s so good to see you. Come in, come in!”

			“What’s up with that, Lace?” Delaney cried. “How come she gets the hero’s welcome and I get a peck on the cheek?”

			“Oh, Delaney, you know I love you. But Hazel’s been all the town can talk about for the past few weeks. Come on in, Hazel. I want to hear all about it.”

			“Well, sure.” Delaney hit Hazel with an accusatory stare. “I’d love to hear what our favorite librarian has to say for herself, too.” 

			Hazel exaggerated a sarcastic kissing face as she bumped past her into the living room.

			Merchandise was everywhere, but there was a sitting area in the center of the room with a well-worn, red-velvet-covered, Queen Anne couch, built by hand in the late 1800s. It had come with the house and it was Hazel’s favorite spot. Delaney plopped down in one of the old, comfy chairs Lace had picked up at the Miller’s antique shop. A heavy wooden coffee table sat between them, covered with the latest issues of feminist magazines. Yes, actual print magazines. There were so many reasons to love Lace.

			When they were all settled, Lace filled three wine glasses, each etched with the Mujer Fuerte logo. Delaney’s eyes sparkled as she took a glass. “Nice choice. The owner comes to town about once a month to get her hair cut. Name’s Tessa. Have you met her yet? She plays on your team.” She gave Lace a large, lusty wink and Lace froze with her glass halfway to her lips.

			“Hmmm, I’ll take that as a yes.” Delaney laughed as she toasted herself and took a big gulp.

			“Yes, we’ve met.” A pale shade of red crept up Lace’s smiling face. “We’re actually developing a very nice friendship. We’re both business owners. Had to pivot when everything went nuts a few years ago—figure out how to launch our own online shops—navigate government loans—things like that. Now we’re having trouble finding workers. You know. We have lots in common.”

			Delaney chortled. “Sure…you’re friends…” 

			“Yes, we are. And that’s all I’m saying about that.”

			Lace was still red but she flipped around on her chair and rubbed her hands. “Enough about me, Hazel. What is happening with you?”

			“Nothing’s happening.” The monotone she adopted wasn’t meant to be as smart-alecky as it came out. Something did happen, but nothing was happening. Nothing good, anyway. And Hazel did not want to talk about it.

			Lace’s singsong voice matched the silly grin on her face. “That’s not what I hear.”

			“Why? What’d you hear?” Hazel frowned.

			Lace clapped her hands enthusiastically and practically squealed. “I heard you and that new developer in town were hot and heavy, love at first sight!”

			“That sounds like something Delaney would have said.” Hazel shot daggers in her direction.

			“Well, it’s true, Hazel. You were hot and heavy. And it’s about time, too.” Delaney was indignant. “But then you had to go and freak out on her. My Bexley said you babbled a bunch of things that didn’t make any sense. Something about quiche. And Johnny Ryan, who was giving a ghost tour that night and saw the whole thing, said he heard you say you had sex in the library. But then you just ran off, leaving poor Sena crying in the street. That’s what my Bexley said. And now Knox says you’re avoiding her. Heck, you’re avoiding everybody!”

			Hazel locked her jaw, steeling herself against the memory of pain scrawled across Sena’s face. And she went on the offense. Because everyone knows that’s the best defense.

			“Your Bexley,” she scoffed. “That’s precious. You shouldn’t be giving me such a hard time when the love of your life doesn’t even know how you feel! Also, no, Delaney. I most definitely did not have sex in the library.” Hazel jumped an octave with each phrase and her cheeks were on fire. 

			“Whoa, ladies.” Lace held her hands up to stop the squabble. “No reason to get testy.”

			That’s when Hazel turned her sights on Lace. “And what about you, Lace? You haven’t been in love since Knox.”

			“Well, at least she gets a nice piece of tail once in a while,” Delaney cut in.

			“Oh come on now, it’s more than once in a while.” Lace laughed, mockingly covering her heart with her hands, as if Delaney’s words hurt more than Hazel’s. “And besides…” She winked at Hazel “I’m at least open to the possibility of having my heart stolen away. We were all so happy when it seemed like you had maybe finally found somebody, Hazel. We’re all worried about you, hon.”

			“Well, there’s no reason to. I’m fine. Life is good.”

			“Uh-huh.” Lace looked skeptical. Delaney’s mouth dropped open, like she couldn’t believe Hazel would even say such a thing.

			“What? Why are you looking at me like that? Life is good. And I don’t need some out-of-town developer…”

			“Gorgeous developer,” Delaney interjected.

			“Brilliant developer.” Lace piled on.

			“Ambitious, Strategic. Kind. Rich…”

			“Okay, okay, I get it! Sena’s amazing. Everyone thinks so. Blah, blah. And I’ve heard her plans. I know she has good intentions—at least I think I do. But, the fact is, when I look at her, all I see is trouble. You know darn well that SOS is going to fight against every single thing she wants to do. It’s just too much, too fast. This is not going to end well for anyone, least of all this town.”

			“I’m sorry, Hazel, but that is just BS,” Delaney said. “Stop hiding behind that SOS garbage.”

			“It’s not garbage, Delaney. Why won’t anyone listen to me? My father died saving Owen Station. I am not about to let that be for nothing.”

			“Hazel, do you hear how crazy that sounds? I’m sorry for all the loss you’ve had—you know I am. I’ve been here for you through all kinds of rough times. And I’ll always be here for you. But your dad died twenty years ago. You have to let it go, hon. You have to let yourself live your own life.”

			“That’s right, Delaney. It’s my life. And I don’t need Sena or anyone else messing it up.”

			“How could falling in love mess up your life, Hazel?” Lace asked softly. Leave it to her to ask exactly the right question, in exactly the right way.

			Yes, what would be wrong with falling in love?

			Would that really be so awful?

			Millions of people do it every day. Why not you?

			Hazel slumped down in her chair hoping Lace and Delaney would take a hint. She did not want to talk about this any further. Thankfully, Lace got it. She began regaling Delaney with the details of her current fling. They never lasted long with Lace. Three months—that was her rule. She said things got too complicated after that. Hazel was only half listening, her eyes wandering as she sipped wine.

			They were sitting in what would have been Mrs. Owen’s parlor, but the walls were covered with racks carrying all kinds of adult toys. Vibrators. Strap-ons. Nipple clamps. Some things Hazel couldn’t quite identify. In the built-in buffet, which the mine owner’s wife probably used to store her china, every imaginable kind of dildo was on display. A basket of butt plugs sat beside a bucket of bright, multicolored condoms with a sign that read, “Free—take one and give one to a friend. Peace, love, and safe sex.”

			When she spied the colorful “Hanky Panky” panties, she lost it.

			“What’s so funny?” Both Delaney and Lace asked at the same time. 

			Hazel was covering her mouth, having nearly spit out her wine.

			“I’m sorry,” she said between gut-wrenching guffaws. “I was just thinking about what old Mrs. Owen might say about those Hanky Pankies on her buffet, right where her silver tea set used to sit!”

			Hazel’s hysteria was contagious and before long they were all laugh-crying until a loud crash, like somebody dropped a bowling ball on the old wooden floor above them, stopped them cold.

			Delaney dove to the floor screaming, covering her head with her hands. “What the hell was that?”

			After a startled pause, Lace doubled over, howling with laughter. “Girls! That’s just old Mrs. Owen. I think she’s letting us know exactly what she thinks about those Hanky Pankies.”

			Delaney got up off her knees slowly. Her eyes, as round as one of Mrs. Owen’s silver serving plates, were glued to the ceiling. “Are you kidding me? You always said this place was haunted, but I never thought…I never thought you really meant it!”

			There was a reason a whole ghost industry had grown up in Owen Station. The oldest hotel in Arizona was right in the middle of town and, after a hundred years of guests checking in, more than a few were rumored to have never checked out. True Owenites didn’t believe the official stories the tour guides told, of course. But they did believe in spirits. People had lived in that desert for thousands of years, long before the invasion of western beliefs and practices, and their descendants were still a powerful force. Pilgrims from around the world traveled to the Southwest—to find power in the vortexes of Sedona, healing in Yavapi County’s hot springs, a spiritual connection in the Superstition Mountain wilderness. Owenites were surrounded by reminders that some things just can’t be explained. They accepted that as fact.

			So it wasn’t hard to mess with Delaney. Lace brushed her fingers through her short hair, smiled mysteriously, and spoke in a hushed tone, like they were sitting around a campfire in the dark. “Well, maybe now you’ll believe me when I tell you I have a roommate who doesn’t pay rent. That’s why I won’t move into the upstairs bedroom.”

			“You stop that right now, Lace Arnold Reynolds!” Eyes bugging out of her head, which was swiveling back and forth looking for other signs of ghostly trouble, Delaney looked every inch that friend who gets picked off first in a horror flick.

			It was all so funny that Hazel almost forgot, for a moment, that her heart was bruised, her body was aggravated, and her friends were disappointed. “Have you ever actually seen her?” Hazel whispered, eyes on the ceiling, just to heighten the comedy.

			Lace cackled, pretending to study the contents of her glass. “This blend is good, don’t you think?” She took a slow sip, continuing to stare spookily at Hazel and Delaney over her glass.

			“Come on, quit teasing, Lace. Tell us everything,” Hazel begged, egging her on.

			“Okay, okay. No.” Lace put her glass down and sat up straight, like she was getting serious. “I’ve never actually seen her. But I always know when she’s come for a visit. And I do mean come…” She paused dramatically.

			“Do you see that bright red dildo on the shelf all by itself, right above the panties?”

			Hazel and Delaney both nodded.

			“About twice a week, I find that dildo on the floor in the morning when I come in to open the shop. Always that one. Vibrating up a storm, bouncing all over the floor. Like somebody got caught in the act and dropped it before scurrying away.”

			Hazel squawked with delight and joined Lace in uncontrollable laughter. But Delaney looked terrified. She grabbed her purse and jumped out of her chair. “I think I’m ready to go.”

			She was out the front door and down the stairs before Hazel could take a last swallow of wine. She and Lace quickly collected their things and followed.

			“See you later, Mrs. Owen,” Lace shouted up at the ceiling as she flipped off the light and locked the door behind her.

			Delaney was at the wheel when Lace and Hazel hopped in. Thanks to Mrs. Owen, no one seemed mad at her anymore. 

			Hazel knew it was all coming from a good place. Her friends were worried about her. Heck, she was a little worried about herself. Maybe it was time to let herself have a little fun.

			Just like every girls’ night—almost always the third Saturday of the month—they were headed to the only lesbian bar south of Phoenix, since The Closet closed in Tucson. The Triple D was known for bad food, bland beer, and surly bartenders, but it was packed every weekend—except for that year and a half when no one went anywhere, especially not where there would be a crowd. Tonight, loud country music spilled out into a parking lot filled with pickup trucks and Jeeps, Harleys, and a long line of Priuses. Two denim-clad women leaned against a wall near the door, making out. A large woman sporting a crew cut and a Black Eyed Peas T-shirt was taking a ten-dollar cover charge. “Have fun and stay outta trouble, ladies,” she said as they pushed through the swinging saloon doors.

			Inside, a couple dozen women jostled around pool tables and a live, all-female band was killing it in front of a crowded dance floor. Hazel, Lace, and Delaney headed to the worn wooden bar, which looked like it had been around since Doc Holiday roamed the desert, and squeezed onto a couple of empty stools. A steer skull hung on the wall in front of them, right next to somebody’s old wooden cane, a hunting knife, a framed magazine cover of John Wayne, a six-year-old calendar, and a metal sign that said “3 Things I Don’t Like—Hot Beer. Cold Women. Assholes.”

			She’d seen that old sign a hundred times at least, but tonight a little shiver shot up Hazel’s spine. She felt guilty of at least two out of three.

			The place was dark and needed a good dusting. But there wouldn’t be a single man hitting on, ogling at, or drunkenly asking them what “women really want.” And that made the Triple D the only bar within a hundred and fifty miles where that was true.

			When they finally managed to flag down the bartender, they ordered a round of shots. Jack Daniels. It wasn’t Irish, but it would do.

			Delaney waved off three invitations to dance within the first ten minutes. Her bleached blond hair, big smile, and bodacious curves were like catnip in a no-kill shelter full of frisky felines. She didn’t mind the attention, even if it wasn’t her flavor. She just came to dance, drink cheap booze, and hang with her friends.

			Hazel leaned close and shouted into her ear. “I love you, Delaney.”

			She meant it, too. Delaney had been rock solid ever
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