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  Chapter 1


  


  The smell of baked bread and rich fresh-brewed coffee made Ricki Sparks smile. She’d owned Sweet Things bakery for well over a year now and she never tired of the warm scents of pastries and the icing she used to decorate some of the confections. She turned the sign from “Closed” to “Open” as she peered out the glass door and saw the early morning traffic passing by on the street that would soon be busy—busy for a relatively small town. She returned to her place behind the counter, preparing for the morning rush.


  Sunlight spilled through the window causing the metal on the cases to gleam and the glass to sparkle. She loved seeing the neat rows of Danishes, scones, muffins, and small quiches in her breakfast case. Her dessert section showcased chocolate dipped strawberries, homemade chocolates, petit fours in pastel fondant icing and decorated with frosting, along with a variety of cookies.


  Another case held fine pastries such as Napoleons, éclairs, and cream horns. Whole cakes and slices were in the next case. She was well known for her rich, authentic red velvet as well as carrot and death-by-chocolate cakes. Behind the counter were baskets filled with homemade and artisan breads.


  Lettie, one of Ricki’s two employees, had just brought out trays of tarts and turnovers before returning to the kitchen to clean up. Poncho had already gone home for the day after baking from midnight to six a.m.


  Along the huge plate glass window were five small tables, often filled with customers who stopped in for their favorite treats.


  She still believed that marrying her ex had been the worst decision she’d ever made. However, it was her divorce settlement that had allowed her to leave her job as a paralegal and buy this bakery, making her dream a reality.


  The only downside of owning a bakery was that sampling all the treats made her curvier than ever. Her ex would make fun of her weight but, ironically, he would eat everything she made when she stress-cooked.


  She still struggled with depression, which had become increasingly difficult to live with during her divorce, even with the meds that her psychiatrist had prescribed for her. She was working hard at having a normal life, but it wasn’t always easy. The only things that truly made her happy were her bakery and remodeling her home.


  She loved her family but they hadn’t seen how her ex had been and they thought she’d blown her unhappiness out of proportion. Her mind would feel really fragile when she would bring her marriage up to her family and they would always brush it off.


  Ricki felt a weight press down on her. Everyone loved Donny. If she’d told them all of the truth, no one would have believed he’d abused her. So she’d kept quiet about it and went through with the divorce. If nothing else, at least she’d found a good lawyer and had gotten her share of the assets—minus anything he might have had hidden, which wouldn’t have surprised her.


  What she wouldn’t give for a good man.


  The bells at the top of the front door jingled and Ricki looked up to see her first customer of the day. Garrett McBride.


  Her stomach flip-flopped as she smiled at the man who topped six-three and had a hard look about him. He was definitely rough around the edges and she’d always been a sucker for a guy like that. He was mouthwateringly sexy with his broad shoulders and muscles that couldn’t be hidden by the over-shirt covering the T-shirt and the shoulder rig and weapon she knew he was wearing. He was a private investigator and she wondered what case he was working on now. She’d heard he’d been instrumental in saving Jo Burke McBride’s life just months ago when he’d taken on her case.


  Garrett pushed up the brim of his Stetson with one finger. He had a way of looking at her that made her feel like she just might melt like icing under the sun. He’d been coming in almost every day since she’d opened the store. Despite the fact that he’d never flirted with her, she had to admit she had a mad crush on him.


  “Hi, Garrett.” She gave him a bright smile. “The usual?”


  “You bet.” He reached into his back pocket for his wallet as she pulled the tray of blueberry scones out of the display cabinet. She eased it out just far enough to pick up one of the scones with a piece of waxed paper before slipping the item into a bag. She set the white bag that carried the bakery’s logo onto the counter then turned to dispense a cup of dark roast coffee from one of the giant coffee thermoses, then put a lid on it the cup.


  Garrett took his coffee black with no sweetener. He’d been in so many times that she knew automatically what he’d want. But she’d committed it to memory early on and had felt silly wanting to remember a little thing like that about him. A man who likely didn’t give her a second thought.


  It was too bad he seemed so unattainable. Ricki carried the coffee to the counter and set the cup in front of him. Not that he’d go for her generous curves.


  “How’s your morning starting out?” she asked as she rang him up at the cash register.


  He drew a ten out of his wallet and handed it to her. “It’s starting out real good,” he said as his blue eyes held hers.


  For a moment Ricki had the distinct feeling he could be flirting with her and she felt her cheeks warm. She shook off the feeling. Garrett had never flirted with her, yet the way he looked at her made her feel tingly all over. Was she imagining things?


  “Mine is, too.” She smiled. “Any interesting cases that you’re working on?” she asked despite the fact she knew he never talked about work.


  He handed her the ten and his fingers brushed hers. “I think you see more excitement here than I’ve been having these days.”


  More tingles skittered through her at his touch and she had to clear her throat before she spoke. “I doubt that.”


  “How’s business?” he asked her.


  “I’d have to say I’m very blessed.” Now, that was a safe topic. “Some days are so busy my feet ache by the end of the day. Not that I’m complaining.”


  “Glad to hear the bakery is doing well.” He reached for his change as she offered it to him and she was careful not to touch his hand with hers. “This place is always busy. I’m surprised I’m the only one here now.”


  “Oh, the rush will start soon, no doubt about it.” She tucked strands of her blonde hair behind her ear. “If you want to stop by this afternoon we’re having a sale on our cakes.”


  He stuffed the change into his pocket. “Red velvet?”


  She nodded. “Yep.”


  “I might just take you up on that.” He picked up his coffee and the bag with the scone. “The cake you made for Tate and Jo’s wedding was the best I ever had. Just don’t tell my mom I said so.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it.” A feeling of pleasure flowed through Ricki at his compliment. She’d made the cakes for most of the McBride weddings. “Their wedding was beautiful. The ranch it was held at has the most incredible view. It’s your parents’ ranch, isn’t it?”


  “My stepdad and my mom own the place.” Garrett gave a nod. “A lot of memories there.”


  “Good ones, I hope.” She picked up a polishing cloth from behind the register and wiped at an imaginary smudge on the glass case.


  “For the most part.” The bells on the door jangled as he raised his coffee cup to her. “Have a good one, Ricki.”


  She almost melted at the way he said her name, his voice a deep rumble.


  “Yeah.” She swallowed. “See you.”


  He turned away as the elderly Mrs. Johnson greeted him. “Good morning, young man. Staying out of trouble I hope.”


  He shook his head. “Never.”


  The woman smiled before moving to the counter and he gave a last nod to Ricki over Mrs. Johnson’s shoulder.


  Ricki bit the inside of her lip as she watched him leave. Damn, but his ass looked nice in his Wrangler jeans.


  “Honey?” Mrs. Johnson’s voice cut into Ricki’s thoughts.


  Her face flushed. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you.”


  “Of course you didn’t.” The elderly woman had a twinkle in her eye. “You were too busy watching that young man’s ass.”


  Ricki’s whole body flushed. “What can I get you, Mrs. Johnson?”


  “My bridge club is getting together this afternoon.” The woman glanced at the case with the cookies. “I’ll take a dozen cookies. Give me a couple of each.”


  Grateful for the opportunity to change the topic, Ricki reached for a folded pink box on a lower shelf behind her. She unfolded the box and went to the cookie case and started filling the container with snickerdoodles, sugar, chocolate chip, double chocolate chunk, oatmeal and peanut butter cookies.


  Mrs. Johnson paid for her cookies and it was then that the morning rush began in earnest. Lettie came up front and helped as they served one customer after another. It was with pleasure and satisfaction that she watched the confections gradually dwindled down. One of the things Ricki enjoyed about running a bakery was that she made people happy. As a paralegal she’d seen so much negativity, pain, and tragedy, that it had added to her depression. Now that she was away from that and her ex, she felt relaxed and happy in a way she never had before.


  When there was a lull, Ricki and Lettie looked at each other and Lettie shook her head. “If you weren’t such a great baker this place wouldn’t be so damn busy.”


  “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” Ricki started organizing the remaining bakery items in the cases. “You are a lifesaver.”


  “You make it easy.” Lettie tossed her long brown braid over her shoulder before she pulled an empty cookie tray out of the cookie case. “I consider myself lucky to have such a great boss.”


  Ricki didn’t have a chance to respond as Lettie turned away to head into the kitchen and the bells jangled as the front door opened again. Still smiling from Lettie’s comments, Ricki looked up from the case she’d been organizing to see an arrestingly attractive woman walk through the door. She had short-cropped, spiky white-blonde hair, brown eyes, beautiful skin, and high cheekbones, her make up in neutral tones. She wore a white button-up shirt with a black paisley design along with black slacks that were tapered at the ankles and low heels. She had an air about her that exuded sex appeal, which had to leave males drooling in her wake.


  “Hi.” Ricki continued to smile. “Can I help you?”


  The woman returned her smile before letting her gaze drift over the cases. “Looks like business is good.”


  “We keep busy,” Ricki said.


  “I’ll take a black and white,” the woman gestured to the tray of frosted cookies.


  “Anything else?” Ricki took a wax paper and a bag and then grasped one of the black and white frosted cookies and slipped it into the bag.


  “One of those pretty frosted Easter egg cookies looks lovely, too, so I’ll take one.” The woman met Ricki’s gaze. “I’m a sucker for pretty things.”


  Ricki laughed. “You and me both. Will that be all?”


  The woman nodded. “I need to watch my girlish figure,” she said in a teasing voice.


  “You’re in the wrong place.” Ricki went to the register. “I will testify to that.”


  “A few sweets won’t hurt anyone,” the woman said.


  “That’s the attitude.” Ricki set the package of cookies on the counter top and gave the woman the total. In turn the woman offered her exact change.


  After she paid, the woman extended her hand to Ricki. “I’m Deena Samson. I’m new to Prescott.” Deena said the name of the town as Pre-scott as opposed to natives who pronounced it Press-kit.


  Ricki shook Deena’s hand. The woman had a firm, warm grip. “I’m Ricki Sparks. I own Sweet Things. So you just moved here?”


  Deena nodded as Ricki drew her hand away. “I’m looking for a place to live but I just don’t know my way around town.”


  Ricki pushed behind her ear a strand of her honey-blonde hair that had fallen into her eyes. “Prescott has really grown but we’re still a relatively small community.”


  “I could sure use a guide,” Deena said.


  “Have you found a real estate agent?” Ricki folded the top of the bag of cookies. “I can refer a good one to you.”


  Deena waved away the suggestion. “Sales people. I avoid them when at all possible. I’ll just drive around until I find something I like.”


  “You can also search for rental properties online or in the paper,” Ricki said.


  Deena touched her fingers to her hair. “I like the idea of getting to know the town as I look around.”


  “I wish you good luck.” Ricki handed the bag of cookies to Deena. “I’m sure you’ll find something you like.”


  Deena took the bag. “It was nice meeting you, Ricki. No doubt you’ll see me back for more.” She held up the bag of cookies. “I have a sweet tooth that knows no end.”


  Even though she didn’t know Deena, Ricki liked her and was tempted to offer to show her around but decided against it. She had enough going on with her home improvement projects and her crazy bakery hours.


  Ricki gave Deena a little wave when the woman looked over her shoulder and smiled at Ricki.


  When the door closed behind Deena, Ricki took a cloth and went around to the front of the glass cases and polished away prints left by a sticky-fingered child.


  Her thoughts turned to tonight. It was Friday night, which she’d been dreading all week. With her busy day she’d almost forgotten the blind date her well-meaning aunt had set up. Aunt Madge considered herself to be something of a matchmaker and she was determined to find someone for Ricki. When anyone said “no” to Aunt Madge, it simply fell on deaf ears.


  Ricki shook her head. Problem was, she didn’t have anything to wear tonight. She needed to head to the dress shop for something pretty and maybe a little bit on the sexy side—just in case her aunt really had found someone Ricki would find herself attracted to. Lettie would close up the bakery for her so that she’d have extra time to shop.


  With a sigh, Ricki moved around behind the counter and headed back into the kitchen. For now she had the bakery to take care of. She’d worry about dresses and blind dates later.


  


  Chapter 2


  


  “Dress shopping by yourself sucks,” Ricki mumbled to herself as she went through the dresses in her size on the sale rack at the dress boutique downtown. She should have asked Tess or Jo to come with her since Greta was no longer around.


  Ricki’s closest friend, Greta, had recently moved to Idaho with her husband who wanted to be closer to his family. Greta had been fun to shop with and had a good eye for what looked attractive on Ricki’s curvy figure.


  “Hi,” came a vaguely familiar voice from behind Ricki as she looked through the sale rack. She turned as the woman said, “Ricki, isn’t it?”


  Ricki found herself looking into the pretty brown eyes of the blonde woman she’d met earlier today in Sweet Things. Ricki struggled to remember the woman’s name. “Hi,” she said when she came up empty.


  “My name is Deena.” The woman smiled. “With all of the people who come into your bakery, I don’t expect you to remember.”


  “Nice to see you.” Ricki smiled, feeling a little relieved to have a distraction from the chore of finding a dress on her own.


  “Shopping for a dress, I take it.” Deena nodded to the sale rack of nice dresses Ricki had been looking through. “Something special?”


  Ricki groaned. “My aunt set me up on a blind date tonight. I have no idea what to wear.”


  Deena gave Ricki a mischievous look. “Your first blind date?”


  Ricki nodded and glanced at the dresses. “I don’t know what’s appropriate for a first date with someone you don’t even know.”


  “I can help.” Deena looked Ricki up and down. “You have great curves. Twelve?”


  “Fourteen.” Ricki gestured to the dresses. “Not always easy to find something that flatters my figure.”


  Deena started flipping through the dresses in Ricki’s size. “Ah, here’s one that would look great.” It was black with a bodice that was a little lower cut than Ricki would have picked out for herself. “It will show off your cleavage beautifully.”


  “It’s pretty.” Ricki held up the dress and looked at it, then looked down at her generous breasts. “But I think this might say more than ‘nice to meet you.’”


  “We’ll find a few for you to try on.” Deena was still looking through the dresses. “Here’s a pretty red one.”


  “Red is kind of a bold statement.” Ricki took the dress from Deena. “But it’s lovely.” The dress gathered at the waist and flared slightly over the hips.


  “Let’s check these dresses.” Deena moved to another rack of dresses that weren’t on sale. “I love this midnight blue one.” She selected a dress that was a little more on the conservative side and held it up against Ricki.


  Ricki looked at the dress with a critical eye as she took it from Deena. “I think my grandma wore that dress.’”


  Deena laughed. “It’s sexy. You’ll look great in it.”


  Ricki shook her head. “I’ll try it on, but don’t expect much.”


  With a grin, Deena walked over to another display of black dresses. “Why don’t you try this one?” She handed over a simple black dress that had a half-inch wide beaded V-cut neckline that glittered in the light. “I like the touch of sparkle.”


  “Oooh, that’s beautiful.” Ricki joined Deena at the display. “I like that.”


  “How about a dressing room?” A pretty woman who clearly worked for the boutique joined them.


  Ricki handed the dresses to the woman. “You lead, we’ll follow.”


  The petite dark-haired woman led them to the dressing rooms in one corner and opened the door to one of the rooms. She put the dresses on a hook on one wall inside the room. “I’m Drew.” She smiled as she came back out of the room. “Let me know if you need any other sizes or anything else.”


  “Thanks.” Ricki slipped into the room and smiled at Deena before she closed the door behind her.


  “I want to see how they look on you.” Deena’s voice was slightly muffled through the dressing room door.


  “Okay,” Ricki said.


  After she stripped out of her T-shirt and jeans as well as socks and shoes, she picked out the low-cut black dress to try on first. She slipped it over her head and tugged it down. It had a button at the neck in the back and she slipped the button through the loop. She frowned as she looked at her reflection in the vertical mirror and adjusted her breasts in the plunging neckline. It was even more revealing than she’d realized. She tugged down the dress that came a little high on her thighs.


  “Uh, I don’t think this one works,” she called out.


  “You have to model it out here,” Deena said.


  Reluctantly, Ricki opened the door and stepped out into the hallway that ran along the length of the dressing rooms.


  “That’s beautiful,” Deena said. “Look at your reflection.” She took Ricki by the shoulders and had her face the full-length mirror on the far wall. Deena stood behind Ricki as she smoothed the arms of the dress, her cool fingers brushing Ricki’s skin. Deena was close enough that Ricki caught the scent of her lilac perfume.


  Ricki cocked her head to the side. “This dress says ‘come on in and get some.’”


  Deena laughed and Ricki smiled at the infectious sound as she looked at the woman’s reflection while she stood behind Ricki.


  “Okay, maybe this is a second date dress,” Deena said with a grin.


  “Try a much farther down the line dress.” Ricki stared at the large amount of cleavage showing. “Maybe date five or six.”


  “Ha.” Deena let her hands slide down Ricki’s arms before stepping back. “A woman as beautiful as you is not going to last three dates, much less five, before you go to bed with someone.”


  Ricki felt her cheeks heat. “It might take me a bit longer than that.”


  “Why don’t you try on the red one?” Deena said.


  Ricki slipped back into the dressing room, glad to get out of the much too revealing dress. She put the dress back on the hanger and set it on the hook she designated as “definitely no.”


  The red dress was pretty but felt tight across the bust line and the hips. Still, Deena insisted on seeing it.


  When Ricki came out of the dressing room, Deena cocked her head to the side. “The color is good on you and I like the dress.” She reached forward and adjusted the dress at the waist. Ricki was surprised by how familiar Deena acted each time she adjusted Ricki’s dresses. “But you’re right,” Deena said as she let her hands fall away from Ricki’s waist. “It’s a little snug. It might make it hard to sit comfortably.”


  “You’re telling me.” Ricki headed back into the dressing room and shimmied out of the too-snug red dress and hung it on the “absolutely not” hook.


  “I like this one,” Ricki said when she had the midnight blue dress on. It looked better than she’d thought it would. “It fits well.”


  “Come on out,” Deena said.


  When Ricki walked out, Deena took her by the shoulders and looked her up and down. “Attractive, but you were right earlier. It’s too conservative.” She turned Ricki around, still holding on to her shoulders. “This dress says look but don’t touch. Ever.”


  “Oh, come on. It’s not that bad.” Ricki laughed. “Besides, if I don’t like this guy that might be the exact message I want to give him.”


  “Trust me.” Deena smiled at Ricki over her shoulder in the mirror. “I have an eye for these things and this is not the right dress for you. Now try on the next one.” She gently pushed Ricki toward the dressing room door.


  “Okay, okay.” Ricki couldn’t help laughing again. She stripped out of the blue dress and hung it on the “no” hook.


  Next came the simple black dress with the sequined neckline. The moment Ricki put it on, she knew it was the right dress. It hugged her curves, but wasn’t tight and made her waist and hips look slimmer.


  She struggled with the zipper that ran up her spine from the waistline to the neck and couldn’t get it up by herself. “Here I come,” she said as she opened the door.


  Deena clapped her hands together. “Gorgeous. You look simply gorgeous.”


  “Can you help me with this zipper?” Ricki turned so that her back was to Deena and held up her shoulder-length hair up with both hands to get it out of the way.


  “Of course.” Deena’s cool fingers ran along the length of Ricki’s spine as she slid it up to the neck and a shiver ran down Ricki’s back.


  Ricki let her hair fall back to her shoulders as she stared at herself in the mirror. “I really like this one.”


  “It’s perfect.” Deena looked at Ricki’s breasts. “It shows just enough cleavage to be sexy without saying ‘tackle me now.’”


  “And it’s a good length.” Ricki brushed her fingers over the hem of the dress that came to just below mid-thigh.


  “It’s exactly right.” Deena gathered Ricki’s hair and held it up on top of her head. “You should wear your hair up with this dress. It will show the elegant line of your neck.”


  Ricki nodded as Deena released her hair. Ricki glanced at the price tag and her eyes widened. “I’m not so sure this is the right dress after all.”


  Deena waved Ricki’s concern away. “It’s perfect and worth every cent.”


  “You’re right and I absolutely love it.” Ricki put her hand on the handle to the dressing room. “Now to get home and take a shower and get ready. It was a long day at work.”


  She went into the dressing room, slipped out of the dress and put it on the hanger which she hung on the “no way I’m letting this one go” hook.


  When she was dressed, she brought all of the dresses out with her.


  “Let me take those.” Deena took the rejects and put them on rack of dresses clearly intended for the clerk to return to the floor. The clerk, Drew, was just outside the room and Deena handed the remaining dress to her. “She’s going to take this one, Drew,” Deena said. “But first we’re going to do a little more shopping.”


  Ricki raised her brows. “More shopping?”


  “You need some great shoes to go with that dress,” Deena said and took Ricki by the hand and led her to the huge display of shoes. “I’ll lay odds that you need something that says, ‘I’m sexy.’”


  Ricki laughed. It was amazing at how natural it felt for Deena to act like they’d been friends for ages.


  “Look at these.” Deena held up dressy shoes with heels that had to be three inches.


  Ricki frowned. “A little high, don’t you think?”


  “Nope.” Deena picked out two more pairs with two and a half to three inch heels. She showed the heels to Drew who nodded.


  “What size?” Drew looked at Ricki’s feet. “Around an eight?”


  “Good eye.” Ricki sat in a chair by a mirror and took off her shoes and socks again as Drew left to get her size.


  Drew returned with four boxes. “I didn’t have one of the shoes in your size, but I picked out a couple of others you might like.”


  Ricki rolled up her jeans before slipping on the shoes. She wobbled as she stood up. “I think you’re crazy, you know that, don’t you?” Ricki said to Drew who raised an eyebrow. “I’ll kill myself in heels this high.”


  “They look wonderful.” Deena looked exceptionally pleased as Ricki walked back and forth, testing them out. “You’ll be fine.”


  Ricki looked down at the shoes then sat in the chair again and removed the shoes. “These are a little tight across my toes.”


  “Try on this pair.” Deena handed her a pair of red heels that Drew had brought out.


  “Red?” Ricki took the heels. “The dress is black.”


  “It’s the style now,” the clerk said. “Shoes can accent your wardrobe rather than just being something to get you around in.”


  “If you say so.” Ricki slipped on the heels and stood. “These are actually pretty comfortable.” She walked back and forth in front of the mirror. “They are cute.”


  “Sexy as hell, is more like it,” Deena said.


  Ricki tried on the other two pair of shoes but ended up choosing the red ones. The clerk carried the box of shoes up to the front register where the dress was waiting.


  Just when Ricki thought they were finished, Deena led her over to the costume jewelry, hair clips, and dressy purses. “Do you have jewelry?”


  “I have diamond earrings that will go with that dress,” Ricki said. “That sparkle at the neckline is more than enough.”


  “Right.” Deena picked out a pretty black, slender hair clip. “Do you have clips?”


  “Not as pretty as that one.” Ricki shook her head and Deena held the clip as she went to the selection of evening purses. They spent a few minutes picking out an attractive little beaded black clutch that would go well with the dress.


  Ricki carried the purse and hair clip and Deena accompanied her to the register.


  “What were you here looking for?” Ricki asked Deena. “I didn’t even think to ask. You didn’t come here to dress me.”


  The woman shrugged. “Just killing time before I head back to the hotel. I didn’t have anything in particular in mind.”


  “I take it you aren’t in the mood to search for homes today.” Ricki handed the purse and clip to the clerk.


  Deena shook her head. “There’s something about looking for a place alone that’s not as much fun as looking with a friend.”


  “Kind of like dress shopping.” Ricki smiled. “I tell you what. You helped me. I’ll be glad to show you around town and at least help you find a neighborhood you like.”


  Deena visibly brightened. “I’d love that.”


  “I take Sundays off.” Ricki handed the sales clerk her Visa card. “Does the morning work for you?”


  “Perfect.” Deena looked delighted.


  “I can pick you up at your hotel,” Ricki said as they walked out the door of the dress shop, Ricki carrying the dress bag over one arm, the shopping bag in her opposite hand. “How’s ten-thirty in the morning?”


  “Sounds great,” Deena said.


  “I’d better get home and shower before my date.” Ricki sighed. “Hopefully it’s someone worth wearing this dress for.”


  “If not, I’ll take you out to dinner and you can wear the dress for a girls’ night out,” Deena said with a smile.


  “Deal.” Ricki walked up to her charcoal gray Prius. “Do you need a ride back to your hotel?”


  “I’d love one.” Deena ruffled her short blonde hair. “I went for a walk and I think I strayed a little far.” She told Ricki the place she was staying in, and Ricki recognized it as an extended stay hotel.


  Ricki unlocked the driver’s and passenger doors and put her bags in the back seat. She climbed into the driver’s seat as Deena sat on the passenger side and they shut the doors. In the confined space, Deena’s lilac perfume was a little stronger. It was a pleasant, old-fashioned scent that was at odds with her modern appearance.


  “Where are you from?” Ricki asked as she drove Deena to her hotel.


  “Tucson.” Deena braced her elbow on the window frame and plucked at her hair as they drove. “Have you always been in Prescott?”


  Ricki shook her head. “Moved here from Phoenix after my divorce.”


  “Owning a popular bakery like you do, you must know everyone,” Deena said.


  “Not really.” Ricki glanced from the street to Deena. “I know a lot of people thanks to the bakery and being here a while, but the town is growing so fast and it’s spread out across Prescott Valley. It’s impossible to know everyone.”


  “So it’s possible you could know your blind date when you meet him,” Deena said. “It’s also possible that you don’t know him.”


  “Exactly.” Ricki let out a little groan. “I’m really not looking forward to this.” She flashed a smile at Deena. “Of course if he’s hot it will be a different story.”


  “Here’s hoping you’ll enjoy yourself one way or another,” Deena said as Ricki pulled the car up to the hotel Deena was staying at. From her side vision, Ricki thought she saw Deena roll her eyes as she spoke. Surely not. Maybe Deena had something in her eye or Ricki had just imagined it.


  Ricki parked. “I’ll see you at ten-thirty on Sunday morning.”


  “Wonderful.” Deena put her hand on the door handle and started to open the door. “Thank you.”


  “I’m the one who owes you a thank you.” Ricki smiled. “You picked out the perfect dress and I really appreciate your help.”


  “My pleasure.” Deena opened the car door. “See you Sunday.”


  Ricki gave Deena a smile before the woman climbed out and shut the door behind her. She watched Deena walk up to the hotel before she backed up her car and headed away toward home.


  


  Chapter 3


  


  Ricki walked from the garage door into the house and laid the dress bag over the back of a kitchen chair before she dropped the shopping bag with the shoes, evening purse, and hair clip on the table. She set her everyday purse next to the shopping bag, along with the mail she’d picked up at the mailbox.


  She’d purchased the fixer-upper house when she moved to Prescott. Working on the house herself, and making it look and feel just the way she wanted it to, was one of her passions. She’d had to hire some outside help, but for the most part she was doing it herself. It gave her a sense of pride and accomplishment whenever she finished a project before starting another.


  Xena slid in through the doggy door by the double French doors and bounded up to Ricki, tail wagging as she pranced and greeted Ricki with joy.


  Ricki knelt to hug her golden retriever. “Xena, girl. It’s good to see you. How’s my warrior princess?”


  The golden wriggled more with happiness and licked the side of Ricki’s face causing her to laugh and give Xena another hug.


  “All I can say is that Aunt Madge had better come through,” Ricki said to Xena as she released the dog and stood. “I’d rather spend the evening home with you than end up on a date with some loser. But Auntie promised no losers. I’m holding her to that.”


  Xena gave a sharp bark and Ricki nodded. “That’s right. If Aunt Madge sends me out on a rotten date it’ll be the first and last one.”


  Of course Madge wouldn’t see it that way. Once she sank her teeth into something, she didn’t easily let go.


  Xena turned and headed straight to the kitchen, her toenails clicking on the tile floor. The kitchen had been the first place that Ricki had remodeled after the exterior of the house had been painted and the front and back yards cleaned up.


  First she’d sanded down the cabinets and painted them, and then had torn out the linoleum and had put down new Saltillo tile herself. She couldn’t afford granite so she paid to have Corian countertops installed instead. She’d also replaced all of the old appliances with new ones, including a second oven. She couldn’t afford everything at once, so she bought things she needed or wanted, as she was able.


  Ricki went to the pantry where she selected one box of treats from the collection she kept for Xena. She opened the container and then held up a piece chicken jerky.


  Xena sat and waited for Ricki to give her the treat even though her eyes said she wanted to do anything but sit still. After Ricki gave Xena the jerky, the dog gulped it down and started prancing around the kitchen, still excited that Ricki was home.


  “I need to get you a buddy.” She leaned a hip up against the counter as she talked to Xena. “What do you think of a chocolate lab? They’re beautiful, just like you.”


  Xena barked twice and Ricki grinned. “I take that as a sign of approval.”


  Ricki turned to a cabinet and grabbed a prescription pill bottle. She opened it and dumped one of the antidepressants into her palm before getting herself a cup of water and downing the pill. She put away the bottle and drank another glass of water before rinsing out the cup, drying it, and putting it in a cabinet.


  Her cell phone rang and she dug it out of her jeans pocket. She looked at the screen. “Aunt Madge,” she said out loud and looked at Xena. “Maybe I’ll get lucky and she’s calling to say my date cancelled.”


  Xena wagged her tail.


  Ricki pressed the on button and held the phone to her ear. “Hi, Auntie.”


  “Are you ready for your big date?” Madge sounded delighted as she spoke. “I promise you’re going to love him.”


  Sure she would. “Where did you find this guy?” Ricki asked.


  “No clues allowed, young woman,” Madge said. “I just wanted to make sure you’re getting ready. He’ll be there at seven-thirty.”


  Ricki glanced at the clock on the Keurig coffee maker. “It’s only six-thirty. I have plenty of time.”


  “I hope you have something elegant to wear.” Madge was all about style and class. “Like I told you before, he’s taking you someplace nice.”


  “I went dress shopping today.” Ricki looked at the dress bag lying over the back of the kitchen table chair. “I found something suitable.”


  Madge’s voice had a slight note of disapproval and Ricki pictured her aunt’s frown. “Suitable better not be boring.”


  “It’s very pretty.” Ricki pushed away from the counter. “As a matter of fact, it’s gorgeous. I even had help picking it out.”


  “Good.” Madge’s tone turned pleased. “Now hurry and get ready.”


  Ricki rolled her eyes. “I’d better get off the phone then.”


  “You call me first thing in the morning,” Madge said with firmness in her tone. “I want to hear everything.”


  Ricki wondered just how much there would be to tell. “First thing, I promise.” Ricki punched the off button, set the phone on the table, and rubbed her upper arms with her palms, feeling suddenly jittery. She looked at her wine rack. “I think a glass of wine is just what the doctor ordered.”


  A bottle of Chardonnay was already open and in the fridge, so she got it out and poured herself half a glass in one of her crystal stems.


  She took a long sip then glanced at Xena. “If he’s a loser, you chase him off, okay?”


  Xena gave a sharp bark and Ricki rubbed the dog behind her ears with her free hand before picking up the dress bag and heading to the bedroom.


  


  “Maybe the neckline is too much after all.” Ricki held her hand to her belly that was fluttering like crazy while she stared in her bedroom mirror. It had taken some acrobatics to get the zipper up by herself. “Check out my boobs. They look huge.” She glanced at Xena. “What do you think?”


  Xena cocked her head to the side like she was considering the question.


  Despite the neckline accentuating her cleavage, Ricki had to admit she looked pretty darn good. Her honey-blonde hair was swept up with the pretty black clip that had sparkling crystals along it and she’d put on the three-quarter carat diamond earrings.


  She studied her hazel eyes. Was she ready for this? It was her first real date since the times she went out for coffee with a couple of guys after her divorce. Having coffee with a man didn’t really count. She hadn’t been crazy about either of them enough to go out with them for dinner, so here she was, going out with someone she didn’t even know.


  The doorbell rang and Ricki’s stomach flip-flopped. “Here we go,” she said aloud. She looked at Xena. “Bite him if he’s a jerk.”


  Xena barked and wagged her tail.


  Ricki wobbled a little in the red heels but straightened her spine and walked as gracefully as she could to the front door. Both dread and anticipation filled her. Would he be as handsome as her aunt had told her? Her version of handsome might be something completely opposite of what Ricki thought good-looking should be.


  Xena walked at her side. “Remember, chase him off if you don’t like him,” Ricki said to the retriever.


  When she reached the front door she took a deep breath and turned the bolt lock and the lock above the handle. She looked at Xena. “Are we ready, girl?” she asked. Xena looked expectant and Ricki opened the door.


  Her jaw dropped and her knees went weak.


  Garrett McBride in the flesh, looking sexier than she’d ever remembered seeing him before. He wore a black Stetson and a black western dress jacket over a white western shirt, black slacks, and black boots. He filled his clothing out in a way that showed what a large powerful man he was. His jaws were smooth-shaven, and his blue eyes appraised her in the same way she was looking at him.


  “Garrett.” His name came out breathy as she spoke it. “You’re my date?”


  “I wondered what Madge was up to.” The corner of his mouth turned up slightly. “You look gorgeous, Ricki.”


  “Thank you.” She smiled even though she still felt a little jittery, in spite of the wine. The fact that she was about to go out on a date with Garrett, a man she’d had a crush on for ages, made her even more nervous. “You clean up real well yourself.”


  He crouched so that he was almost at Xena’s eye level. He held his hand beneath her muzzle so that she could scent him “You’re a beautiful girl.”


  Xena wagged her tail and pushed her nose under his hand, telling him that she wanted him to pet her. He rubbed her behind the ears and she gave him a pleased look as she wagged her tail faster.


  “Looks like Xena approves of my blind date.” Ricki couldn’t help feeling tremendous relief, yet she felt on edge, too. What if Garrett wasn’t happy having her as his date?


  Garrett rubbed Xena’s head. “I had a golden retriever when I was a teenager. The only dog I love as much is a lab.”


  Ricki took a step back. “Let me grab my purse.” She realized she was shaking a little as she picked her clutch up from the entryway table, along with a light black shawl, and returned to the front door.


  Garrett stood as she reached him, his face as stoic as ever but she thought she saw appreciation in his gaze. Or was that her imagination? Would a man like Garrett really like a woman with her curves? She slipped the light shawl over her shoulders to chase some of the spring evening chill away.


  “Guard the place.” Ricki pointed to Xena who wagged her tail but looked disappointed that Ricki and Garrett weren’t staying.


  Ricki locked the door behind her and then Garrett put his fingertips at the small of her waist as he escorted her to his truck. A shiver trailed her spine at the warmth of his touch and she wondered if she’d be able to walk straight in her pretty red heels if he kept touching her that way.


  The truck was a king cab and Garrett helped her step up on the running board and then into the vehicle. He shut the door behind her and went around to the driver’s side and climbed in.


  As she watched him start the truck, Ricki couldn’t believe she was actually going on a date with one of the sexiest men she’d ever had the pleasure of meeting.


  “I have to admit I was a little leery when Madge corralled me into tonight.” He met her gaze after he turned the key and the engine roared to life. “I’ve never gone on a blind date before.” He studied her. “I’m glad you turned out to be my date tonight, Ricki.”


  She managed a smile. “I’m glad it’s you, too,” she said and wondered how she’d gotten so lucky as to have her blind date turn out to be Garrett McBride.


  


  Chapter 4


  


  The nicest restaurant in Prescott was a lovely place on Cortez Street called Devine. It served continental cuisine and had an intimate atmosphere. Ricki had been there only a couple of times for special occasions and absolutely loved the place.


  “How are you, Mr. McBride?” The restaurant’s young hostess smiled at Garrett as he escorted Ricki in. Ricki couldn’t remember ever meeting the petite brunette.


  “Just fine, Paige,” Garrett said. “How’s your mother?”


  Paige picked up two menus from the hostess station as her smile brightened. “Much better, thank you. She’s back home from the hospital.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Garrett said.


  Paige nodded toward the back corner. “We have a special table set up just for you.”


  As they walked through the restaurant, Ricki saw a few people she recognized. She gave smiles and nods to those she knew and Garrett did the same. She felt inordinately pleased that Garrett was her date and knowing that several women in the restaurant were watching with envy in their gazes.


  Garrett helped her take off the shawl then pulled out her chair and seated her. He took his own seat across from her before the hostess handed each of them menus.


  “Sasha will take care of you tonight.” Paige gave them each a smile. “Enjoy your dinner.”


  Garrett’s eyes met Ricki’s. “How do crab cakes sound as an appetizer?” he asked as Paige retreated.


  “Love them.” Ricki’s skin tingled as she tried not to look down and away from Garrett’s gaze out of sheer nervousness.


  Ricki was relieved that Sasha arrived almost at once. She was a regular at Sweet Things and Ricki smiled at the woman.


  “Hi, Ricki.” Sasha returned Ricki’s smile then turned to Garrett. “Haven’t seen you in a while. Is the PI business keeping you busy?”


  “Sure is.” He asked her how she was doing before he looked at Ricki. “What would you like to drink?”


  “Chardonnay.” She might as well stick with what she’d started with earlier.


  Garrett ordered a Rock Bottom and gave Sasha their appetizer order. When their server left, he studied Ricki and she felt herself grow warm under his gaze.


  “I’ve always liked this place.” Garrett’s voice had a low, sexy quality to it.


  She felt more heat travel through her body. “It is nice and I like the menu.” The way he was looking at her made her feel like he approved of what he saw.


  “I take it you’ve eaten here before,” he said as another server arrived and set their drinks in front of them.


  Ricki nodded. “A couple of times. Their filet mignon with béarnaise sauce is to die for.”


  Garrett moved his gaze back to the menu. “Hasn’t been anything on the menu I haven’t liked.”


  Sasha returned to take their orders. Ricki chose the almond crusted walleye pike and Garrett ordered the pork tenderloin. Sasha took their menus and left to put their order in.


  Garrett set down his beer bottle after taking a swallow. “I noticed your bakery is ready for Easter.”


  “Easter is a very sweets-laden holiday with lots of people sharing big family meals. My Easter cakes and cookies sell incredibly well this time of year, as well as my homemade chocolates in Easter designs. Lettie and I will be busy baking this week straight through the Saturday before the holiday for all of the parties we have pre-orders for.”


  “What are your plans for Easter Sunday?” he asked.


  She smiled and gave a little laugh. “It’s come along so fast I haven’t had time to even think that far.”


  He leaned forward. “You should come to our softball game.”


  She looked at him with surprise. “Softball game?”


  “The first McBride softball game of the season is always on Easter Sunday after church and a big lunch.” He settled back in his chair. “Cousins against cousins.”


  “There are certainly enough McBrides around here to make a couple of softball teams.” She crossed her legs at her ankles beneath the table as she adjusted herself in her seat. “I take it that Gage, Tate, Creed, Ryan, and Blake will all be there with their wives as well as their mom and dad?”


  “Yep.” Garrett nodded. “My brother and stepbrothers will also be there along with a few other cousins.”


  “It must be great to have such a large family,” she said. “It sounds like a fun time.”


  He held her gaze. “So come with me.”


  She looked at him with surprise, but she hesitated only a moment before she said, “I’d love to go.”


  He took another drink of his beer. “Just warning you, things can get a little rowdy. Some of us are a bit competitive.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “What’s your definition of rowdy and competitive?”


  “You’ll see.” He set down his beer bottle and she thought she detected a smile and maybe a little mischief in his gaze. She didn’t really know how to take him. He appeared rather matter of fact in his approach most of the time.


  “So you all get along?” she asked.


  He gave a casual shrug. “We have our differences, but we tolerate each other pretty well.”


  She smiled at his use of the word tolerate. “Between the McBrides and the Johnsons, I think you all have a monopoly on the valley. The Johnsons own half of the businesses in Prescott. The McBrides own a lot of the ranchlands.”


  “That’s true,” he said.


  “And a good number of you are in law enforcement,” Ricki said. “Let’s see…you’re a PI, your brother, Reese, is a detective, and your stepbrother, Mike, is the sheriff.”


  Garrett nodded. “And my other stepbrother, John, is a police officer.”


  “That’s right.” Ricki tilted her head to the side. “What’s it like being a private investigator?”


  “Mostly it’s boring as hell.” He shook his head. “A lot of planning, sitting, and waiting on a stakeout or spending too damn much time on the Internet and on the phone doing research.”


  She hesitated. “I heard you helped save Jo Burke’s—I mean McBride’s—life before she married Tate.”


  Garrett went quiet for a moment. “Thank God Tate hired me for that case. Things could have gone real bad.”


  “From what I understand, they sure could have.” Ricki wondered if she should have brought the subject up. It wasn’t exactly great dinner conversation.


  A server arrived with the crab cakes and Garrett served each of them one on their appetizer plates.


  Garrett took a bite of crab cake, chewed and swallowed before he spoke. “What Easter traditions do you and your family have?”


  Ricki pushed a few strands of hair behind her ear that had escaped the clip. “There’s an Easter egg hunt for all the nieces and nephews and then church and a family picnic. But my family is all in Phoenix. I haven’t been down there for that holiday in a couple of years. Since I’ve owned the bakery, I’ve been too exhausted after spending the week baking like mad.”


  His eyes seemed to be taking in every move she made, and she felt like the private investigator in him was analyzing every response she made. It made her feel both insecure and flattered all in one. “How’d you end up opening a bakery in this town?”


  She set her fork down on her plate and looked away for a moment before returning her gaze to his. “My divorce was pretty nasty. I wanted to get out of Phoenix, but I didn’t want to go too far so that I could see my family whenever I want. I always liked Prescott and had a friend from college who lived here before she recently moved. Buying the bakery seemed like a great way to integrate myself into the community and do something I love.”


  He had a way of listening to her that made her feel like he cared about everything she had to say. “Did you own a bakery in Phoenix?”


  She gave a wry smile. “I was a paralegal.”


  He studied her with interest. “Being a baker is a long way from working as a paralegal.”


  “I got tired of all the ugliness that goes along with being in court. There’s so little that can be construed as positive.” She picked up her fork again. “Baking is so different. I get to make people happy, to give them pleasure instead of watching them go through pain.”


  “I understand the ugliness,” he said and held her gaze. In his eyes she could read the fact that he dealt with it, too, just in another way… Only she’d been able to escape it while he still lived with it on a daily basis.


  Two servers arrived with their dinner, breaking the moment that had been suspended between them.


  Ricki stayed on the edge of nervous excitement. She’d been crushing on him for ages and here they were.


  She wondered what Garrett thought of her as he looked at her with his deep blue eyes. She felt a strong chemistry between them yet at the same time she felt as if he was holding himself back. He’d asked her to join his family on Easter Sunday. That had to be a good sign, right?


  


  Garrett liked watching Ricki as they spoke. She had an almost innocent quality about her despite the ugliness she had no doubt seen in her former career, not to mention her divorce. When she’d mentioned her divorce he’d seen a darkness in her eyes that he wanted to erase, that he never wanted to see there again.


  His attraction to Ricki was strong, something he was already having to fight. He’d always liked her, had always thought she was cute and sexy. But he’d decided long ago he wouldn’t be good for any woman. He had too much darkness in his own past and in his current life to drag someone as innocent as Ricki into it.


  So why the hell had he asked her to the family softball game?


  He clenched his jaw then forced himself to relax. Ricki was a soft, beautiful woman and she deserved a nice night out. She also deserved more than the likes of him.


  Regardless of the fact he knew he should keep his distance from her, he liked watching her as she ate and the way she took small bites and clearly savored the meal rather than simply eating it. He thought about what it would be like to take the clip out of her honey-blonde hair and let it fall to her shoulders in waves. He imagined combing his fingers through it before pulling her head back as he gripped her hair and kissed her full lips.


  Images kept rolling over him as he thought of just how much he’d like to let his mouth travel from hers, kissing the line of her neck down to the hollow of her throat. He swallowed hard as he imagined stripping her of the hot little dress she wore and kissing her everywhere. The sexy red heels could stay on.


  The more they talked the more he found himself drawn to her. She touched something inside him that he hadn’t remembered ever experiencing before.


  She was too damned good for him.


  He nearly growled in frustration at the places his thoughts kept turning. One moment he wanted to protect her from himself and the next moment he wanted her soft body beneath him.


  “I’ll bring cookies to the game next Sunday,” Ricki said, interrupting his thoughts. “How many people will be there?”


  Garrett thought about it a moment. “With all of the new family members and any friends or dates, at least twenty-five,” he said. “That’s a hell of a lot of cookies.”


  “It sure is.” She smiled. “I’ll plan for thirty just in case. Two for each. My cookies you can’t eat just one.”


  “That’s the truth.” Garrett liked her easy confidence in her baking abilities but sensed she didn’t have the same confidence in other ways, and he wondered why.


  “They have a great banana cream pie here if you’d like dessert,” he said after the dishes were cleared away. He leaned forward. “They can’t beat your red velvet cake or the Hummingbird’s peach pie, but don’t tell anyone here I said that.”


  Ricki laughed. “I don’t think I could eat an entire dessert myself.”


  “Why don’t we share one?” He set his menu down. “Banana cream pie?”


  “That’s something I don’t make in my bakery, so I’m game for trying it,” she said before taking the last sip of her second glass of Chardonnay.


  “Another glass of wine?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “Two is my limit and I had a glass before you picked me up.” Her cheeks turned a little pink. “I was so nervous I thought I’d have something to calm my nerves.”


  “Nothing to be nervous about,” he said.


  “I don’t know about that.” In the dim lighting of the restaurant he saw that her cheeks turned a deeper pink. “To be honest I was even more nervous when I found you on my doorstep.”


  He studied her. “Why’s that?”


  She bit her lower lip in a way that he found adorable. Then she shook her head. “I don’t know.”


  He could tell that wasn’t the entire truth and he wondered why she’d be nervous with him.


  Sasha took their order for the pie and two cups of coffee. Ricki put cream and sugar in hers.


  “I don’t know how you drink your coffee black.” She stirred her own coffee.


  “You like yours sweet ’cause you’re sweet,” he said in a teasing tone and she smiled.


  Once the pie was served, they talked as they shared it and he couldn’t help watching her. He liked the sparkle in her eyes and how easy it was to talk with her. He couldn’t help but dwell on her attributes and his thoughts strayed again to just how good she’d look with nothing on at all.


  Hell, McBride. Get your mind back where it belongs. You’re not going there. Ever.


  Ricki ate about a third of the pie then told him she couldn’t fit in another bite. “You finish it,” she said, and he easily obliged.


  “So tell me,” she said as he ate more pie. “How did Aunt Madge rope you into a blind date?”


  He swallowed his bite. “She’s been trying to get me to go on a blind date for some time. I owed her a favor and she called it in—you might say she had me over a barrel.”


  Ricki looked intrigued. “What kind of debt would get you suckered into going out with an unknown?”


  He looked almost boyish as he responded. “I promised to mow Madge’s lawn and couldn’t get to it when I promised and was a couple of days later than I’d planned. You know how ornery she is when she wants something. She’ll call you out on any misdeed.” He held his fork as he met her gaze. “How did you get dragged into tonight?”


  “Kicking and screaming.” She smiled. “Seriously, who can say no to Aunt Madge when she sets her mind to something?”


  “Not many people,” he admitted. “Is Madge your aunt by blood?”


  “She sort of adopted me.” Ricki shook her head. “She’s been coming to the bakery since the day it opened and she puts in a lot of orders for gifts as well as arranges to have us cater charity events.”


  “Madge collects people,” Garrett said.


  Ricki laughed. “That’s a good way to put it.”


  “You know about my huge family,” he said. “We haven’t really talked about yours.”


  Ricki shrugged. “My mom and dad, and two sisters all live in Phoenix. My sisters are married and have two daughters each.” Ricki smiled. “I love my nieces.”


  She told him some anecdotes about her nieces and he loved to watch how animated she became when she talked about the four girls who were all under the age of seven.


  After they’d finished and he’d paid for the meal, he scooted out her chair then assisted her with her shawl before escorting her from the restaurant, out into the cool spring night.


  They were walking out the door of Devine when a woman’s voice cut through their conversation. “Hi, Ricki.”


  Both Garrett and Ricki turned to face a striking woman. Out of habit he catalogued her appearance. Short-cropped, spiky white-blonde hair, brown eyes, fair skin, a long, elegant neck, and strong, well-defined Slavic features. She had a pleasant expression but something in her gaze made him wonder what had happened in her past to give her eyes such a hardness in their depths.


  “Hi, Deena.” Ricki gave the woman a smile in greeting. “What a surprise to see you here.”


  Deena returned Ricki’s smile. “I heard this was a great place.”


  “It is.” Ricki glanced at Garrett. “Garrett, meet Deena Samson. She’s new to the area.” Ricki turned to Deena as she settled her small hand on Garrett’s forearm. “This is Garrett McBride. He’s a Prescott native. He could tell you far more about this part of the state than I ever could.”


  “A pleasure, Ma’am.” Garrett held out his hand.


  “Ms.” Deena offered him her fingertips in a brief greeting and her eyes were cool as they met his. She let her hand fall away. “Not Ma’am. It’s Ms.”


  Garrett hooked his thumbs in his belt loops as he studied her. “Pardon, Ms. Samson.”


  Deena gave a little wave of her hand. “You remind me of someone I used to know.”


  He studied her. “I take it that’s not a good thing.”


  Her expression changed as she looked at Ricki, as if a light switch had been thrown and she brightened. “You look even more gorgeous in that dress. Especially when all of the accessories are put together with it.”


  “Thank you.” Ricki smiled at Deena before she turned to meet Garrett’s eyes. “Deena helped me pick it out earlier today.”


  “I’d better let you two get along.” Deena took a step back.


  “I’ll see you Sunday,” Ricki said.


  Garrett touched his fingertips to the brim of his hat. “Ms. Samson.”


  “See you, Ricki.” Deena gave a little wave to Ricki and a nod to Garrett before she turned and headed into Devine.


  “Have you known your friend long?” Garrett asked as he touched Ricki at the base of her spine and she turned her attention to him.


  “Just met Deena in my bakery today,” Ricki said. “Ran into her later in the dress shop and she helped me do my shopping.”


  He guided her toward his truck. “Seems you hit it off.”


  “I like her.” Ricki smiled. “She doesn’t have anyone to go house hunting with for a rental, so I volunteered to show her around on Sunday and maybe she’ll find a part of town she’ll like.”


  As Garrett helped Ricki into his truck, he couldn’t help but let his hands linger just a little too long on the curve of her waist, above the flare of her hips.


  His hands itched to touch her everywhere and he cursed himself for his weakness. She was too damned good for him, he thought yet again. Maybe if he kept telling himself that, he’d get it through his head that he needed to stay away from her.


  It wasn’t much of a drive to reach her home, a little one-story in a small but nice neighborhood. Garrett parked and cut the engine. He climbed out and went around to the passenger side and helped Ricki out of the truck. He had to resist real hard to keep from sliding his palm from her waist to her soft round bottom and squeezing it.


  When they reached the doorstep, she unlocked the door then turned and faced him, tilting her face up to look into his eyes. She was about eight inches shorter than his six-three.


  “Do you want to come in and have a glass of wine?” she asked in her soft voice. “I don’t have any beer but I do have red and white wines.”


  Hell yeah, he wanted to go in and spend more time with her in more ways than he could count. He wanted to do things with her that would make her blush six ways to Sunday if he said them aloud.


  Without thinking about what he was doing, he brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. The urge to take all her hair down and run his fingers through it was nearly overpowering. He trailed his knuckles across her cheek and her throat worked as she swallowed.


  “I’d better not go in,” he finally said.


  She seemed to shiver at his touch. “I’m looking forward to the Easter softball game with your family.”


  “We’ll have a good spread for lunch before the game so I’ll pick you up in time for that.” He moved his knuckles down the side of her neck to the hollow of her throat. “I’m leaving town and I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone. I’ll call you before Sunday and set up a time to pick you up.”


  “Okay,” she said softly.


  He had to kiss her then, needed it more than he’d needed anything in a long time. He slid his hand to the back of her head and cupped it before he slowly lowered his mouth. Her lips parted and she seemed to catch her breath.


  When their lips met he had to hold himself back from crushing his mouth against hers and drawing her up hard against him. Instead he gently tasted her and drew her soft moan inside him at the same time he drank in her sweet scent.


  He held back a groan as he raised his head. He couldn’t remember wanting a woman so badly in a long time. Not in this way.


  Damn. Being around her was not a smart thing. Not a smart thing at all. She was a good girl but he was not good for her.


  “’Night, Ricki,” he said, his voice low as he rubbed her upper arms with his palms.


  Her throat worked again as she swallowed. “’Night.”


  He let his hands slide down her arms before he released her, then watched as she turned and slipped into her house. He listened to her greet Xena, wishing he was in there instead of the dog.


  With a shake of his head, he turned and headed toward his truck.


  


  Chapter 5


  


  In the darkness, from beneath an old cottonwood across the street from Ricki’s small house, Deena Samson watched Garrett McBride kiss Ricki. It wasn’t some simple little peck on the cheek, but a kiss like they both meant it.


  Deena narrowed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing, like the therapist showed her, as heat rippled beneath her skin. It should be her standing there in the middle of that kiss. She took a deep inhale and let the breath out slowly, but that still didn’t ease the tightness in her body.


  This wasn’t the way she’d wanted it to go. Maybe she should have done something to sabotage the evening, but she needed Ricki’s trust and what better way than to help her in the way that she had? It was only one evening after all.


  But one evening could lead to two and then…


  No, she’d worked too damned hard. As far as she was concerned, there was no way Garrett and Ricki would end up together. She’d followed Ricki to the dress shop to put her plan into motion and it had gone perfectly.


  But now…


  Teeth clenched, Deena gripped the black scarf she had over her white-blonde hair to make sure she wasn’t seen. She’d worn all black tonight to make it easier to spy on Ricki. But watching this…she hated it.


  Pressure built up in her head, the pain causing her to put her fingers to her forehead for a moment. She brought her hands to her sides and clenched them into fists, digging her nails into her palms. The sensation helped to ground her. She couldn’t let her anger get the better of her like it had so many times before.


  Especially like the last time. No, she couldn’t let that happen again.


  What had she expected tonight? They were on a date after all, even if it had been a blind date.


  Well, she hadn’t expected the kiss to look so damned passionate, like they meant it, like they’d really hit it off. What had happened between them in the restaurant? What had they talked about? Had they struck some kind of chord, something they had in common? If only she’d been able to somehow plant a bug on Ricki, but that was something she’d never done before, although she’d done a lot worse things.


  Deena had followed Garrett and Ricki to Devine and had waited in her Lincoln Continental until she saw them coming out of the restaurant. She’d hurried to get out of her car and “bump” into them. She wanted to make sure she was on Ricki’s mind tonight, one way or another.


  She’d watched the pair from inside the restaurant. After she saw them climb into Garrett’s truck, Deena had hurried to return to her own car. She’d followed the pair to Ricki’s home after they’d left the restaurant, so now she knew where Ricki lived. That would come in quite useful.


  Clenching her fists at her sides as Garrett continued to kiss Ricki, Deena gritted her teeth again. She couldn’t take another moment of seeing them together. She’d just have to fix this later. She turned away to slip back to her car that she’d parked around the corner.


  Deena cast a look over her shoulder and saw Garrett with his hands resting on Ricki’s upper arms as their gazes held and Deena paused. More heat prickled her skin as it occurred to her that the night might not end here. Ricki wasn’t some kind of slut who was going to let Garrett in on their first date, was she? Deena expected more out of her than that.


  To Deena’s relief, Ricki slipped into her home and closed the door before Garrett walked back to his truck. Deena made sure the scarf hid her hair as she crouched behind a bush to be certain he didn’t see her when he drove away from Ricki’s home.


  No, Ricki and Garrett would not get together and things would go Deena’s way. This night was merely a small bump on destiny’s path, the same path that had brought her to Prescott to begin with. She was where she was supposed to be and she was starting her life fresh. She was certain of what her future held and she would do anything and everything in her power to make sure that it all went the way it was meant to go.


  Garrett and Ricki would never have any kind of lasting relationship.


  Deena would see to that.


  


  Chapter 6


  


  The night sped by as Garrett drove down the dark highway away from Prescott and toward Phoenix. He’d dropped off Ricki not thirty minutes ago. He’d already had his duffel packed and in the back seat of his king cab along with other gear he’d need.


  He was pretty sure he’d tracked Joe Tunstall to Tucson, just over a hundred miles southeast of Phoenix. The bastard’s trail had grown hot a couple of hours before Garrett was scheduled to go on the blind date.


  Garrett could have broken the date and headed south immediately, but he figured a couple of hours delay wouldn’t be a problem considering the man didn’t know Garrett was onto him. Garrett hadn’t wanted to leave a lady dressed up and waiting only to have the man she was waiting for cancel at the last minute. He’d been raised to treat a lady right and that wouldn’t have been proper.


  Country music played on his truck stereo, an older Miranda Lambert song involving cheating and kerosene. Considering the kind of songs she wrote and sang, he’d sure hate to get on the wrong side of that woman. Come to think of it, Ricki did look a whole lot like a curvy Miranda.


  If he was the kind of man who was good enough for a lady like Ricki, she’d be his ideal woman. Soft warm curves, an apple bottom, and she baked the best confections he’d ever tasted. He had a hell of a sweet tooth and that included a sweet woman.


  He dragged his hand down his face. With his past, he’d known since he was a teenager that he was no good for a lady like Ricki. Hell, he wasn’t good enough for a serious relationship with any woman. He’d had his share of sexual conquests and relationships, but he’d never allowed himself to become serious about anyone. If a woman started to get infatuated with him, he moved on.


  A man couldn’t have a past like he’d had and expect good things. And a woman deserved better.


  And then there was his father. The man had been notorious in the county for his bad temper and had abused Garrett’s mother. Garrett had always had to work to control his temper and in some ways he was a lot like his father. What if he turned out to be a chip off the old block?


  Garrett shook his head. No. He’d never be like his old man.


  But what if he was wrong?


  Again he asked himself why he’d asked Ricki to the softball game. Hell, he’d even kissed her… A kiss that had made him feel as if tomorrows were possible. Which, of course, they weren’t.


  Damn. He didn’t want to lead her on.


  He forced his thoughts back to his case, which was what he should be focusing on. Joe Tunstall had taken off with his wife’s jewelry and had emptied the bank accounts. Jan Tunstall had hired Garrett to hunt the man down.


  Garrett had managed to get a slim lead and had chased it to a place on the south side of Tucson, on the other side of the tracks. Now all he had to do was make sure Tunstall didn’t have the chance to run, if it was him.


  As he drove, Garrett drew his cell phone out of its holster on his belt, used the voice option, and told the phone to call Craig Morris. It was late, but Craig would be staking out the house where their target was currently hiding out.


  “Garrett.” Craig answered the phone with his good ol’ boy manner. “Where the hell are you? I figured you’d be here by now.”


  “I got held up.” Garrett didn’t intend to go into details. “It’ll be another three hours before I make it to Tucson.”


  “I don’t think this guy is going anywhere, at least not tonight,” Craig said. “I’ve been sitting on the house since you called me and I have a tracker on his truck, so I won’t lose him if he gets the itch to leave. Got a looksee with the binocs and I’m pretty sure it’s the same fella as the one in the picture that you messaged to me.”


  “Good.” Garrett watched the yellow lines on the center of the highway speeding by as he spoke. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


  “Damn well better be,” Craig said. “Gonna need a piss break. Might just have to use a bottle.”


  Garrett thought about the poor woman who’d been left penniless. “If he leaves that house make sure you don’t lose the bastard.”


  “Won’t let him out of my sight,” Craig said.


  Garrett disconnected the call and slid the phone back into its holster and drove with one hand on the wheel.


  His thoughts kept turning back to Ricki and how she’d felt in his arms, her soft lips against his, how she tasted and how good she’d smelled. She’d felt…perfect.


  Disgusted with himself, he clenched his teeth and gripped the steering wheel tighter. He’d never been this conflicted over any woman. Wanting her so damned bad he couldn’t stop thinking about her yet knowing it was the last thing he should do.


  He had a feeling that Ricki Sparks had just turned his world upside down.


  


  Chapter 7


  


  Sunday morning, Ricki hummed to herself as she drove her Prius in front of the doors to Deena’s hotel a few minutes before ten-thirty. It was a beautiful spring day, perfect for showing Deena around town.


  Since Friday night, Ricki had been in a dreamy mood. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Garrett, their evening out, and especially the kiss. He’d been so gentle for such a big and powerful man. He’d moved his mouth over hers, taking control of the moment. She’d breathed deeply of his scent and had felt the heat of his body against hers.


  Even though she’d felt a chemistry between them all night, and there was the fact that he’d kissed her, she still felt a little confused by the mixed messages she got from him. He liked her, and she was sure he was attracted to her. But he was holding something back and she wasn’t sure what it was.


  She thought about her call to Aunt Madge to tell her how the date went. The elderly woman prodded and pried, but the most Ricki would tell her was that it had gone well and that he’d asked her to the family softball game. Madge had been thrilled and predicted that this was only the beginning.


  Deena strode out of the hotel and smiled as she walked up to the passenger door of Ricki’s car and opened it. As she slid into the vehicle, Ricki caught her lilac scent.


  “Hello.” Deena’s voice was cheery as she buckled her seatbelt.


  Ricki smiled back at Deena. “Ready to do a little house hunting?”


  “You bet.” Deena reclined in the passenger seat. “I appreciate you doing this.”


  “Hey, you were a huge help Friday with my dress shopping.” Ricki drove the car away from the hotel. “Perfect dress and perfect accessories.”


  “I enjoyed it,” Deena said. “When I ran into you at Devine, you looked absolutely gorgeous.”


  Ricki guided the car onto the street and warmed at the compliment. “Thank you.”


  “You seemed to be having a great time,” Deena said. “How did the rest of the night go?”


  Ricki felt heat in her belly as she thought again about the kiss. “He took me home after we saw you.”


  Deena cocked her head to the side. “Are you seeing him again?”


  Ricki nodded. “A week from today. He’s taking me to his family’s Easter get-together and softball game.”


  Deena’s smile seemed a little tight. “That’s great.”


  “I’m kinda nervous.” Ricki glanced at Deena. “He has a huge family.”


  With a laugh, Deena brushed Ricki’s concern away with a wave of her hand. “You’ll do wonderfully. Just take some of those cookies you make and you’ll win them all over.”


  “You’re a mind reader.” Ricki laughed. “I am planning on taking cookies, although I didn’t think about winning anyone over.”


  “That’s because you’re a sweetheart.” Deena set her hand on Ricki’s upper arm. “I can tell you’re a thoughtful person.”


  “You’d do the same,” Ricki said, once again surprised at just how comfortable Deena seemed to be with her, as if they’d been friends for years instead of only having met a couple of days ago. She was easy to get to know and fun to be around.


  “Ha. I don’t bake.” Deena moved her hand away. “So where are we going first?”


  “I thought we’d start in the closest neighborhood and work our way around town.” Ricki pulled the Prius up to a stop sign, checked for traffic, and took a right when she saw it was clear. “There’s one just around the corner from the hotel that I think you’ll like.”


  As Ricki drove from neighborhood to neighborhood, Deena made comments about each and didn’t like them for one reason or another. The first was too modern, the second too old, the third too trashy, and number four was too far on the outskirts of town.


  While they drove and chatted, Ricki’s mind would skitter to Garrett and she’d have to pull her thoughts back and focus on what Deena said.


  Around one-thirty they’d stopped at a fast food restaurant for lunch and then had continued with Ricki showing Deena not only neighborhoods, but a good deal of the town.


  Despite the fact that Deena hadn’t been crazy about any of the neighborhoods they’d looked at, they had a great time talking and laughing. Deena liked to talk and had amusing stories to tell about people she’d worked with and things she’d done as a kid.


  “What about yours?” Deena asked as they left the latest neighborhood. “Where do you live?”


  “It’s older, so you might not like it.” Ricki glanced from the street to Deena. “I bought a fixer-upper and have been spending my spare time remodeling the house. It’s a hobby I enjoy.”


  “Why don’t we take a look?” Deena smiled. “If you like it, it must be nice.”


  Ricki turned the wheel and headed in the direction of her home. “It might be too far out of town for you, too. Not as far as the one we just looked at, but farther than the others.”


  Deena shrugged. “You never know.”


  Ten minutes later they arrived at the entrance to Ricki’s neighborhood. As soon as they drove through, Deena exclaimed, “This is wonderful.”


  Ricki looked at Deena with surprise. “You like it? I thought it would be too old for you.”


  “Not too old at all.” Deena grinned. “The lots are a little bigger and I like the huge, shady trees and the fact that the houses have porches.”


  “We can see if any “for rent” signs are up.” Ricki turned on the first street they came to. “I don’t think there are any on my street.”


  They drove around for a few minutes before Deena said, “There. That house is for rent.”


  Ricki’s forehead wrinkled in thought as she looked at the house with its peeling paint and weed and grass-choked front yard. “You don’t strike me as someone who would like a place like this.”


  Deena shrugged. “You never know what the inside looks like. I could always hire someone to do the yard.” Deena drew a notebook out of her purse, along with a pen. “I’ll write down the name and phone number from the rental agency’s sign and then we can keep on looking.”


  Ricki slowed the car down so that Deena could get a good look at the sign. When Deena was finished, they continued driving around.


  “That one looks nice.” Deena gestured to another house with a rental sign.


  The house she indicated was in much better shape than the first one. The paint job was probably only a couple of years old and the yard and porch were tidy.


  After Deena jotted down the information, she said, “I’m thirsty. I should have thought to grab a couple of bottles of water from the stash in my hotel room.”


  “We can stop by my house.” Ricki took a side street and headed in the direction of her home. “I have plenty to drink.”


  “Wine?” Deena slid down in her seat. “All of this driving around has made me a little tense.”


  Ricki glanced at the time on the car stereo. Four p.m. “Sure. It’s five o’clock somewhere.”


  “Great.” Deena beamed as Ricki turned onto her own street. “Is this the street you live on? I love it.”


  Ricki nodded. “I like my neighbors and everyone seems to keep their yard up on my street which is nice since there isn’t a homeowners association to police it.”


  “Glad there isn’t one.” Deena scrunched her nose. “I hate HOAs.”


  Ricki pulled into her driveway and pressed the remote for the garage door so that it started to rise up.


  “Oh, I like your house,” Deena said with approval in her tone.


  Ricki couldn’t help feeling a little pride at the home she’d purchased and had been fixing up on her own. Now that it was spring, the trees were turning green and the grass was growing. Everything was neat and clean and the paint job made the house look newer. It was white with green trim.


  “The inside is still a work in progress,” she said. “I’ve been doing my own remodeling for the most part so different areas of the house are a mess.”


  Deena smiled. “All I care about is the wine, so don’t worry if anything’s out of order.”


  Ricki pulled the car into her garage and shut off the car. She hit the button to lower the garage door as she and Deena got out of the car.


  “You get to meet Xena,” Ricki said.


  “Who’s Xena?” Deena asked with a frown.


  “My golden retriever.”


  Deena’s eyes widened. “A dog?”


  Ricki nodded and opened the door into the house. When they were inside, Ricki set her keys on the table and hung her purse on the back of a kitchen chair.


  Xena came in through the doggy door at the same moment and greeted Ricki with enthusiasm. Almost immediately the dog went around Ricki to Deena. Xena must have heard them talking. Rather than wagging her tail and trotting happily up to Ricki’s guest, the dog approached warily then stood a few feet from Deena and barked once.


  Ricki frowned. It wasn’t like Xena to act that way. Deena looked a little afraid and confirmed it when she said, “Dogs scare me. I was attacked by one as a child.”


  Ricki felt for the child Deena had been. “What happened?”


  Deena folded her arms across her chest. “My dad locked me outside the house when I’d done something to piss him off. A dog came along and I went to pet it and it bit my hand and tore it up a little.”


  Ricki shook her head. “That’s awful.”


  Deena held out her hand, showing Ricki the scars along the back of it and then showed Ricki the heel of her palm. Deena continued. “I knocked on the door and cried, but my dad wouldn’t let me back in. He didn’t believe me when I told him what had happened. Later he didn’t even apologize when he saw that I needed stitches in my hand. I even had to have rabies shots because they couldn’t find the damned dog.” Deena clenched her teeth. “Men are bastards, even my father.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Ricki said. “But Xena really is friendly.”


  Deena looked doubtfully at the dog.


  “She won’t hurt you.” Ricki made a gesture to Xena that she knew the dog understood. “Time for your dinner.”


  Xena didn’t look like she wanted to leave, but when Ricki signaled again, the retriever obeyed the command.


  Deena’s throat worked as she swallowed.


  “Xena obeys well,” Ricki said. “Really, you don’t have to worry about her.”


  Deena looked like she wanted to change the subject. “This is really nice.” She placed her purse on the table. “You did this yourself?”


  “For the most part.” Ricki nodded and explained what she’d done herself in the kitchen. “Would you like to see the rooms that I’ve finished?”


  Deena appeared to be relieved to leave the kitchen. “I’d love to.”


  Ricki led the way to the living room, which had been done in an eclectic theme with pieces of furniture she’d purchased at estate sales. The accent wall was forest green and the other walls were a warm taupe.


  “It’s so pretty in here and it’s so you.” Deena stopped at an end table and picked up a photograph in a white porcelain frame. “Is this your family?” She glanced at Ricki.


  Ricki nodded. “My mom, dad, and my two sisters. I also have four nieces.”


  “Your sisters are pretty.” Deena looked up and smiled. “Almost as pretty as you.”


  “That’s nice of you,” Ricki said. “But my sisters are gorgeous. I’m a far cry from that.”


  Deena tilted her head to the side. “I’d say you’re way too hard on yourself. If you don’t realize that you outshine your sisters, your view of yourself is skewed.”


  Ricki wasn’t sure how to respond. “Thank you,” she said even though she still didn’t agree with Deena.


  “My bedroom is finished.” Ricki gestured down a hallway to the left. “I just have the guestrooms to work on now.”


  “I’d love to see what you’ve done if you don’t mind.” Deena set the picture frame on the end table. “I’m not handy at all and I admire your skills.”


  Ricki led the way to the master bedroom and opened the door. She always made her bed, so her room looked pretty with its pale yellow walls, taupe carpet, four-poster brass bed, and white eyelet comforter with yellow and purple accent pillows. “The master bath is still a work-in-progress.”


  “I tried doing a little remodeling with my roommate, Celia,” Deena said. “It didn’t turn out so great.”


  “It was probably better than you thought.” Ricki smiled. “We’re our own worst critics.”


  Deena shook her head. “Believe me, what we did to the floor was awful. We had to hire someone to fix it.”


  Ricki went to the window facing the backyard, unlatched it, and raised it up. She breathed in the fresh air. She gestured out. “One of the cool things about this house is the massive backyard.”


  Deena came up beside her. “You have your own little forest back there.”


  Ricki laughed. “I guess for Prescott this might be considered a small forest.” She pointed to the corner with the most trees. “Back there is an old playhouse that the previous owners had set up for their children. It’s so broken down that I need to have it removed, but just haven’t had the time.”


  “I can’t see anything from here,” Deena said.


  Ricki shook her head. “It’s well hidden from the house in that stand of trees. It’s been there so long, who knows what kind of creatures dwell in it and in the earth beneath it?”


  Deena raised her brows. “Creatures?”


  Ricki shrugged. “Could be black widow spiders inside the playhouse and who knows what else.”


  Deena visibly shuddered.


  They returned to the kitchen where Ricki took a couple of wine stems out of her china cabinet while Deena opened a bottle of Chardonnay.


  Xena sat on her haunches and watched Deena’s every move. Ricki wondered why her dog was behaving so strangely.


  “Would you like an early dinner?” she asked Deena. “By the time it’s ready it’ll be five.”


  Deena smiled and avoided looking at Xena. “If it’s no trouble, that sounds wonderful to me. Something simple.”


  “No trouble at all.” Ricki preferred baking over cooking, but she was still a pretty good cook.


  They chatted as Ricki baked apricot glazed chicken, along with garlic mashed potatoes, sautéed spinach, and steamed asparagus. Deena helped by making a small salad with mixed greens.


  Having company helped keep Ricki’s mind in a better place than it went when she was alone and her depression weighed her down. When she was alone, her loneliness and insecurities seemed to attack her all at once.


  “Do you have family in Tucson?” Ricki asked as she took dishes out of a cabinet and placed them on the table.


  Deena set the pan of baked chicken on a hot pad. “All of my family is out of state, mostly in Texas.” She seemed in a hurry to change the subject as she asked Ricki, “What about yours?”


  “All in the Phoenix area.” Ricki tucked her hair behind her ear as they finished setting the table and transferred the rest of the food, too. “I’m the only one who took off. I left after my divorce was final to start over.”


  “We have something else in common,” Deena said. “I’m here to start over, too.”


  “We do have a lot in common.” Ricki watched Xena go to a corner where one of her beds was. She settled down and put her head on her paws. Still, she tracked Deena’s every move.


  Deena took a seat at the table then poured them each another glass of wine. “You needed to get away, I take it.”


  “In the worst way.” Ricki sighed as she sat, too. She picked up her wine glass. “Great idea on the wine.”


  Deena was already putting hers to her full lips and she smiled. She took a sip before lowering her glass again. “I’m known to have a few good ideas here or there.”


  Ricki found Deena to be a pleasant dinner companion. Ricki stopped herself at two glasses of wine because she’d be driving Deena back to the hotel later, but Deena had already had three glasses so far.


  “Someday we’ll have to have a girls’ night in where neither of us has to drive.” Deena downed her last glass.


  When Deena was on her fourth glass of wine, Ricki asked, “Have you ever been married?”


  Deena shrugged. “Once. I was married to a real bastard who abused me.”


  Maybe it was the wine, but Ricki found her own words slipping out before she could pull them back. “My ex-husband did the same to me.” She stared at her wine glass for a moment as she moved her fingers up and down the stem.


  After a moment Ricki continued, “He was cruel, too. No one saw that side of him but me. When we were around others, he appeared attentive and acted so loving toward me. Outwardly he was intelligent, fun, and charming to others.” Ricki shook her head. “That façade dropped the moment we walked into our home. Sometimes he’d get so violent that I thought he was going to hit me, but he never did.”


  Tension made Ricki’s body ache as she had a moment of panic and anxiety as she remembered how it felt to be in that marriage and have no one believe her.


  “I bet no one could understand why you wanted a divorce.” Deena scowled and clenched her fist on the tabletop. “My ex-husband, Bart, was like that, too. Sonofabitch.”


  “My family still doesn’t understand.” Ricki sighed. “They liked him and still do.”


  Deena shook her head. “Sometimes family can hurt you the worst.”


  Ricki felt a strong kinship between Deena and herself. They had more than one thing in common and it all seemed to form a bond between them as they spent time together.


  Deena put her hand to her forehead. “I think I’ve had enough wine.”


  “Goodness, it’s getting late.” Ricki glanced at the clock. “I’ve got to get in early to start baking. I’d better take you to your hotel.”


  Deena looked a little reluctant to leave. She was probably lonely staying in a hotel in a town she wasn’t familiar with and no one with whom to spend time. She glanced at Xena then looked back at Ricki.


  “You’re right.” Deena pushed her chair back, stood, and swayed. She gripped the edge of the table “I’d better be heading back and get to bed soon because I want to wake up early in the morning.” She smiled at Ricki. “I plan to drive to the neighborhoods you showed me so that I can take another look at them. I’m also going to call the rental agencies for the houses we looked at in your neighborhood and a couple of others that I wrote down earlier.”


  “I have a map you can use to look at other neighborhoods that we didn’t hit.” Ricki went to a catch-all kitchen drawer, where she kept flyers, take-out menus, miscellaneous catalogs, and a couple of maps. She selected a pencil from a cup filled with pens and pencils then carried the map back to the table. She circled a couple of neighborhoods that she thought Deena might be interested in and gave the map to Deena.


  “I should help you clean up from dinner,” Deena said.


  “Don’t worry about that tonight.” Ricki shook her head. “I’ll take care of it after I drop you off and you’re tucked in.”


  Deena had a sultry expression on her face as she said, “I could use someone to tuck me in.”


  Ricki smiled. “You may just find your dream man in this town.”


  “Men are worthless.” Deena snorted. “Finding a good one is as impossible as locating a needle in a haystack the size of Mt. Everest.”


  Thoughts of Garrett came to Ricki’s mind. Her heart told her he was a good man, someone she could trust to tell her the truth and to treat her right.


  She mentally shook her head. They’d had one date and already she was thinking about having a relationship with the man. Even though she tried to push the images aside, she could imagine spending time with him and getting to know him better. A lot better.


  “Ricki?” Deena’s voice captured Ricki’s attention and she looked at the woman who was frowning. “You zoned out on me. Everything all right?”


  “Sorry.” Ricki smiled and picked her keys and purse. “I guess I’m just a little tired. Time to get you back to your hotel.”


  Deena’s smile looked forced. “All right. Let’s go.”


  


  Chapter 8


  


  Garrett had his phone on speaker as he drove his truck into Prescott from his ranch Wednesday morning.


  “Thank you so very much, Mr. McBride.” Jan Tunstall sounded much happier than she had when she’d hired him for the job. She’d been devastated by what her ex had done. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am to have my heirloom jewelry back, more than anything else. It has all been handed down for generations and it means a lot. You are an exceptional man.”


  Garrett steered his truck into town. “I was just doing my job, ma’am.”


  “From the moment I hired you,” Jan said, “I knew you were the right man to get my jewelry and my share of the money back. Go ahead and run my credit card for the balance I owe.”


  “I’ll get an invoice to you.” He turned down Gurley Street. “Once you take a look at it, you can pay.”


  “Whatever works.” Jan had a smile in her voice. “Thank you again, Mr. McBride.”


  When she disconnected the call, Garrett found himself parked in front of Sweet Things. He frowned. He’d had no intention of going to the bakery, yet here he was.


  He looked in through the big plate glass window with “Sweet Things” painted in a curve from one side of the glass to the other with “bakery” beneath that. Near the door, in the lower left hand side of the window, the bakery’s address, phone number, and hours were also painted, but in small letters.


  For a long moment, he sat in his truck and watched Ricki through the window. She was so pretty as she polished the glass cases until they shone. She looked happy as she worked, a smile on her lovely face. She wore jeans and a white blouse beneath a bright pink apron. She moved so that her back was to him and he got a great look at her backside. Damn, but she had a nice ass.


  When he’d recovered Jan Tunstall’s jewelry, he’d compared it to the list he’d been given and everything had been there. When he’d picked up a beautiful antique heirloom wedding ring, he’d had a fleeting thought. He’d pictured a ring like that on Ricki—a ring that he’d just slipped on her finger. He dragged his hand down his face. Damn.


  What was he doing here? He should turn the truck around and head to his office now.


  Instead, he killed the engine then climbed out of his truck and locked it before heading to the bakery. Warm smells of baked pastries flowed over him and bells on the glass door jangled as he pushed it open.


  Ricki looked up and a surprised expression crossed her features as she smiled at him. “Hi, Garrett.”


  “Hey.” He made his way toward her. “How’s business today?”


  “Good.” She had a spray bottle of cleaner in one hand, a rag in the other. “Have a bit of a lull right now, but it’s nice to get a break on a busy day.”


  He had the sudden powerful urge to take her by her shoulders, draw her up close to him, and kiss her senseless. He had to remind himself that it was a bad idea. A real bad idea.


  “I thought you’d be gone all week,” she said.


  He shook his head. “Finished the job early.”


  She moved around the counter so that the cases were now separating them, as if she needed to put distance between them. That was probably a good idea.


  “The usual?” She started to open the case with the scones.


  He shook his head. “I’ll try something different.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “What, no blueberry scone?”


  “Thought I’d shake things up a bit.” He found himself smiling and she responded instantly with a smile of her own. He gestured toward a different case. “How about one of those éclairs? Are they as good as they look?”


  “Even better, if I do say so myself.” She laughed. “Anything else today?”


  Yeah, you. She had to be the sweetest thing in the shop.


  He shook his head to rattle the thought out and realized she thought he was shaking his head at her in answer to her question.


  She took an éclair from the case with a piece of waxed paper, and slipped it into a bag. She folded the top and went to the register. “How about a cup of coffee? Fresh pot.”


  He gave a nod. “You bet.”


  After she filled a Styrofoam cup with coffee and put a lid on it, she set it on the counter next to the register and rang him up. She gave him the total and he handed her a bill large enough to cover the balance.


  He took the bag and cup and glanced at the empty tables and chairs. He had the growing desire to stay and talk with her and found he didn’t want to leave. “I think I’ll eat this here.” He met her gaze then nodded toward a table. “If you’re not busy, would you like to take a load off your feet?”


  Again she looked surprised. “All right. One moment while I get a cup of tea.”


  He carried the bag and the coffee container to one of the small white tables and sat in a black chair with an ironwork back. A few moments later, Ricki carried a steaming mug to the table. A spoon handle was sticking out of the mug. She looked a little nervous as she seated herself across from him.


  “You make a damned fine éclair,” he said after he swallowed a bite. “The only thing that comes close to anything you bake was my grandma’s chocolate chunk oatmeal cookie recipe. I can still remember what they tasted like, fresh out of the oven. Chewy and gooey.”


  “It sounds good.” Ricki glanced at her cookie case. “That’s something I don’t bake here.”


  “My grandma died some time ago.” Garrett felt an ache in his heart. “I miss her like hell. She always treated me like I was her favorite. She might have treated my brothers the same way but she always made me feel special.”


  Ricki nodded. “I miss my grandma, too. She taught me a lot about baking.”


  “Madge reminds me a lot of my grandma.” Garrett gave a wry smile. “They have the same feisty nature.”


  Ricki laughed, a pretty sound that he liked. “Madge is feisty, that’s for sure. I hope I’m that dynamic when I’m her age.”


  “She’s one woman you don’t want to get on the wrong side of,” Garrett said. “She called me to get my version of our date.”


  “Oh?” Ricki sounded a little nervous.


  Garrett held back a smile. Ricki looked so damned cute. “I told Madge that I couldn’t have asked for a better blind date.”


  He liked watching how her cheeks turned a light pink. “I’m glad you think so,” she said.


  “And you?” He couldn’t help asking.


  “I enjoyed it.” She smiled. “A lot more than I thought I would.” As he took another bite of his éclair, Ricki changed the subject. “Do you go all over the state as a private investigator?”


  He set down his éclair. “Most of my cases are in Coconino and Yavapai counties, but some go further out. I chase leads where they take me. If they’re too far out, I have other investigators in the business I work with.”


  “So what kind of case were you on this week?” she asked as he took another bite of his éclair. “If you don’t mind telling me.”


  He chewed and swallowed. “A woman’s soon-to-be-ex ran off with her jewelry and all of their money so she hired me. It was my job to make sure she got it back.”


  When it came to helping a woman, he was more than determined to complete the job. He couldn’t stand to see a man walk all over a woman like his father had trampled on Garrett’s mother.


  Ricki put both her hands around her mug as if warming them. “Being a private investigator must be rewarding.”


  Garrett thought about it a moment. The relief in Jan Tunstall’s voice had given him a good feeling but that wasn’t always the case. “Sometimes.”


  Ricki tilted her head to the side. “Why just sometimes?”


  “My job deals with a lot of negativity,” he said. “My cases involve theft, missing persons, cheating spouses, unsolved crimes, criminal background checks, among other things.”


  She studied him thoughtfully. “Don’t you feel good about a case when it’s finished?”


  “Having to tell a client that his or her spouse is cheating is not what you’d call rewarding.” He shook his head. “Finding that a missing person is dead or has been murdered is probably the worst.”


  “Oh.” Ricki frowned. “I didn’t think about that. Your job sounds similar to what mine was as a paralegal. You often see the worst of humanity.”


  “Yep.” He took another bite of éclair.


  “I imagine being a PI must be stressful,” she said.


  He swallowed his bite, then chased it down with coffee before answering her. “It’s a job and something I’ve been good at since I was a kid.”


  “Since you were a kid?” she repeated. “You started solving mysteries when you were young, like the Hardy Boys?”


  “Not exactly,” Garrett said with amusement. “Missing or stolen objects were my specialty.”


  His amusement shifted to anger that he made sure he didn’t show on his expression. Finding things was not the only thing he’d done. He’d also begun spying on Butch, his birth father. Garrett’s investigative skills had come in handy when the bastard had cheated on Garrett’s mother and on one of the many times Butch had beaten Garrett’s younger brother, Reese. All it took was a little spying and his father’s old camera.


  “There’s something else,” she said, her intuition surprising him.


  Rather than responding to her statement, Garrett gave a nod toward the glass cases filled with bakery items. “I’d say that your job is likely rewarding.”


  She smiled. He loved her smile—it made the world seem somehow brighter.


  “It is.” She took a packet of raw sugar from a container to the right, tore off an end and poured the contents into her cup before stirring it with the spoon. “As long as my baked goods are up to par, what I do makes people happy.”


  “Your baked goods are above par,” he said and meant it. “This éclair is damn—I’m sorry, darned good.”


  “Thank you.” Her cheeks turned a little pink at the compliment. “Lettie helps so much. She’s truly a find.”


  Garrett wiped his fingers on a napkin as he finished the éclair. “I forgot to get your number when we were out.” He’d been too intent on kissing her and had nearly lost his head. She told him what her number was and he gave a nod. “I’ll call you before Sunday.”


  Bells jangled at the door and both Ricki and Garrett glanced in that direction. Deena walked in. She looked at them both as they rose from their seats.


  “Hi, Deena,” Ricki said.


  “Good morning, Ms. Samson,” Garrett drawled.


  Deena’s smile looked forced. “Good morning.”


  Garrett looked at Ricki as he picked up the Styrofoam cup that still contained coffee. “Thanks for the éclair and the company.”


  Ricki had already picked up the used napkin along with her mug and the empty sugar packet. “See you later.”


  Garrett touched the brim of his hat and nodded to Ricki then Deena before heading out the front door.


  Smiling, he made his way to his truck and after unlocking it he climbed in. He was glad he’d ended up on autopilot and at the bakery and had gotten a chance to spend time with her.


  As he turned the key and started the big engine, he looked through the window at the odd woman and Ricki and his smile turned into a frown. He studied them for a moment. They were so different…Ricki with her soft curves and pleasing personality versus Deena who had nothing soft about her. Her personality seemed to be sharp and rigid, much like her looks.


  Everything about Deena Samson gnawed at him. His gut was telling him that something was off about the woman, and his gut instincts were almost always right. Maybe it just had something to do with their first meeting and the way she’d reacted to meeting Garrett. For all he knew, the woman could be a man hater.


  He backed the truck out and headed toward his office on Union Street. His thoughts seemed to zero in on Ricki and their conversation. He wondered what the hell was wrong with him that he couldn’t seem to keep himself away from her. It wasn’t hard to figure out that he was attracted to her more than any woman he’d ever met.


  But that didn’t change the fact that he wasn’t a damned bit good for her.


  


  Chapter 9


  


  The moment Garrett walked out the front door, Deena grinned with excitement on her face. “I’m renting a house in your neighborhood,” she told Ricki. “The one with the nice yard.”


  “Wow.” Ricki’s eyes widened. “That was fast. We just looked at it three days ago.”


  “I can’t stand that hotel any longer, so I already put a deposit on the rental.” Deena clasped her hands together. “I’m paying with cash so I’ll be able to move in by next week.”


  “That’s great.” Ricki smiled, delighted to have a friend moving into her neighborhood. “Congratulations.” Maybe Deena could be someone who would watch over her house and check on Xena when Ricki had to go out of town.


  Well, on second thought, that wasn’t likely to work considering Deena and Xena didn’t seem to like each other. She wondered why that was.


  “It’s really a lovely house inside,” Deena was saying. She slipped her purse off her shoulder and set it on one of the tables along the window. “It could use a little brightening, but it works. I can’t wait to show it to you.”


  “Looking forward to seeing the inside,” Ricki said. “I’m glad you found a place you really like.”


  Deena pushed her fingers through her short spiky hair. “I’ve had some of my things in storage, so I’ll move in as soon as the landlord is ready. I didn’t bring a lot here, so it won’t take me too long.”


  Ricki moved around the cases to get the polishing rag. “Do you need help moving in?”


  “I’d love that.” Deena beamed. “If you don’t mind.”


  “Not at all.” Ricki walked back to the table she and Garrett had been sitting at and wiped it down.


  “When do you get off work?” Deena asked. “We could celebrate.”


  Ricki smiled. “I have some things to take care of at home tonight. How about drinks at Nectars after I close the shop?”


  With a nod, Deena said, “That sounds great.”


  When Ricki was behind the cases again, she started organizing the pastries. After the bakery closed, Lettie would take the day-olds to the women’s crisis center and to the police station, depending on how much was left over.


  As she made everything look attractive, Ricki asked Deena, “Can I get you anything?”


  Deena studied the cases. “I’ll take two Easter cookies.” She glanced at the beverage center. “And how about an iced tea?”


  “Coming right up.” Ricki selected two of the egg-shaped Easter cookies frosted with yellow, white, pink, and blue icing. She put them in a bag and set them on the counter before filling a plastic cup with ice and tea. She handed the tea and cookies to Deena over the case. “On the house, in celebration of you finding a place to live.”


  “Thank you.” Deena smiled as she took the bag and the cup. “You’re a sweetheart.” She looked around the bakery, her chest rising as she breathed deeply. “This place always smells so wonderful.” She returned her gaze to Ricki’s. “I don’t suppose you have a job opening? I’m looking for work.”


  “Sorry, no openings.” Ricki shook her head. “I have two employees, Lettie and Poncho. You won’t see Poncho around because he does most of the baking between midnight and six, then Lettie comes in around five.”


  “That’s early,” Deena said. “Is Lettie working out okay?”


  “I don’t know what I’d do without her,” Ricki said, and meant it. “Or Poncho, for that matter.”


  Deena nodded. “I’ve been searching the job ads online but I haven’t run across anything where I can utilize my skills.”


  Ricki tilted her head to the side. “What are they?”


  Deena shrugged. “Managerial.”


  Ricki took the polishing rag and wiped down the cash register. “If you’re in management, why would you want to work in a bakery?”


  “Why would a paralegal want to own a bakery?” Deena’s snippy tone caused Ricki to blink. “I’m sorry.” Deena sighed. “You’re so happy here and working for you would be fun. I’m just frustrated with job hunting, and working with a friend would be great.”


  Ricki didn’t remember telling Deena she’d been a paralegal, but she nodded. “It is nice having a job or career where you enjoy the people you work with.”


  The front door opened, bells jangling with merry abandon as an unfamiliar couple walked through the door.


  “Excuse me.” Ricki smiled at Deena before she moved along the cases to where the man and woman were looking over the pastries. “Welcome to Sweet Things. Are you looking for something in particular?” Ricki asked.


  “We want to see what you have,” the woman said. “It all looks so good.”


  While Ricki’s customers browsed the bakery items, Deena stood with her arms folded across her chest, almost like she was impatient. Ricki was certain that wasn’t the case. Deena was just waiting to see if Ricki had more time to talk.


  More customers came through the door and soon there were enough people in the shop that Ricki knew they’d be busy for a while. She called Lettie up to the front to help. Lettie had been icing cookies in the kitchen for a bridge club. One of the members would be picking them up later in the day.


  When it looked like Ricki wasn’t going to be able to spend time talking with her, Deena sat in a chair at the table where she’d set her purse and proceeded to eat her cookies and drink her tea.


  At times Ricki thought she could feel Deena’s stare, but when she looked at the woman, she seemed to be intent on eating or was looking through the window at the street.


  The lunch rush started and soon all of the tables were filled until there wasn’t enough room for anyone else to sit, and yet Deena stayed. Ricki glanced at her watch. Deena had been there for nearly two hours.


  She must be really lonely, Ricki thought, and felt bad for her friend.


  Eventually everything slowed until Deena was the only one in the shop. She got up and tossed the bag and cup, hitched her purse strap over her shoulder, then went up to the case. “You sure get busy here.”


  Ricki’s feet were already aching from the busy day but she smiled. “I’m truly blessed. I couldn’t ask for a better career.”


  “You’re incredibly good, that’s what you are,” Deena said with enthusiasm. “Those cookies were amazing.”


  “Lettie baked and frosted them.” Ricki gestured to the case. “She makes all of the cookies. She’s fantastic at it.”


  “Oh.” By Deena’s expression it seemed as if she was disappointed to learn that Ricki wasn’t the one who’d made them, but her smile didn’t leave her face. “When do you close up shop?”


  “Five-thirty.” Ricki glanced at her watch again before meeting Deena’s eyes. “I need to get in back while we don’t have any customers. I have a specialty birthday cake to finish icing. I’ll meet you at Nectars, after I run home to take care of a few things.”


  Deena nodded and looked reluctant to leave, but she adjusted her purse on her shoulder. “Would you mind picking me up?”


  “Not at all,” Ricki said. “I’ll call you when I’m on my way.”


  “See you then,” Deena said before turning to walk out the front door. The bells jingled as she opened then closed it behind her.


  Ricki watched Deena for a moment. Her friend was clearly lonely. Ricki understood making a fresh start in a new town and how stressful it could be.


  The thought of stress made Ricki wonder if she’d remembered to take her pill that morning. She thought she had.


  She thought about how important her friend, Greta, had been when Ricki was feeling isolated in a new town before the bakery was quite up and running. For a while she’d been depressed, wondering if she’d made the right decision in moving and buying the bakery.


  Maybe she’d be able to introduce Deena to more people around Prescott so that Deena could make more friends. Ricki planned to check the town’s social calendar to see what upcoming events would be going on in the near future.


  Deena passed by the window and soon she was out of sight. Ricki let out a little breath then turned and headed into the kitchen.


  


  Chapter 10


  


  Brilliant spring sunshine played over Deena’s fair skin as she walked past the bakery. After looking both ways, she waited for an SUV to pass then crossed the street. When she reached the other side, she stood at an angle where she could see the bakery but Ricki shouldn’t notice her.


  Once Deena was watching the bakery, she scowled. She didn’t like how Ricki had all but ignored her for the past two hours. Ricki could have taken the time to stop by Deena’s table and see how she was doing every now and then. Yes, the place had been busy, but now that they were friends, she expected more out of Ricki.


  The fact that Garrett had been in the bakery when Deena arrived grated on her nerves and she clenched her teeth. Ricki and Garrett didn’t belong together. When she’d arrived, Deena had parked across the street from Ricki’s shop. Deena had stepped out of her car and had stood and watched Ricki and Garrett sitting at a table beside the window. She’d had a good view for only a few moments before going in and breaking up whatever conversation the pair had been having.


  After unlocking the car, Deena moved from her spot on the sidewalk to her vehicle and climbed in. The interior was warm from the car having been parked in the sun for hours so she turned on the air conditioning and ran it full blast the moment after she started the engine. She backed out her vehicle before heading to the hotel. Heat prickled the back of her neck as she thought of Garrett and Ricki spending time with each other and she had to force herself not to speed. Still, her hands ached as she gripped the steering wheel so tightly that she felt like the skin covering her knuckles would burst.


  It was a fairly short drive to the hotel, so it didn’t take long to reach it. She parked and headed up to her suite. She wrinkled her nose. The place smelled stale and of old carpeting that probably hadn’t seen a shampooer for ages.


  Once she’d unlocked the door, she slipped inside then let it slam shut behind her. She tossed her purse on the worn couch, kicked off her shoes, and stripped out of her clothing, leaving a trail all the way to the bathroom. She turned on the shower and ran it until it was warm then stepped beneath the water. She soaped her skin with her favorite lilac-scented bathing gel that she’d brought with her. It had been her mother’s favorite scent.


  Her mother, Dolores, had been her best friend. Her confidant. Deena missed her more than anything and her heart ached. Dolores had died from cancer just three years ago.


  Deena’s father, on the other hand, had been a real bastard. She closed her eyes tightly for a moment as the water rushed over her but she had to open them because images started to assault her, images that she wished she could scoop right out of her brain.


  Her whole body stiffened as the unwanted thoughts pounded at her mind.


  Thoughts of the times when she was young…her father and uncle touched her in her private places when they were certain no one was looking. Her stomach churned at the memories of the things they made her do to them. She hadn’t quite been a teenager when they started touching her and forcing her to touch them…and worse.


  She clenched her hands so tightly her nails dug into her palms and she felt like she was going to throw up from the ache in her belly.


  And then, as if having sexually abusive adults in her life wasn’t bad enough, Deena had married a bastard who had beaten her.


  If her father hadn’t died when he’d choked on a piece of steak, and if her uncle hadn’t moved away, she might have killed them when she was old enough to defend herself. Her ex-husband had been lucky because he’d skipped out of town. One more day with him and she knew she would have put him out of her misery.


  She shuddered and felt as if black sludge coated her skin. She turned up the water’s heat and the power of the spray to blast the terrible feelings from her body.


  With effort, she forced all bad thoughts aside and concentrated on good ones.


  Like thoughts of Ricki, which were always good. She was such a lovely woman. Not only was she pretty, but she was like Deena’s mother had been with her sweet disposition and her ability to set people around her at ease.


  For a long time, Deena stood under the hot spray until she felt clean again and she had relaxed. She’d filled herself with positive thoughts about how pleasant it would be when she was out with Ricki.


  Deena smiled. It would be fun testing the waters with Ricki tonight and gauging just how far she could go with her this soon. Unfortunately, it probably wouldn’t be too far. Not yet. It would take her a little longer than she’d like to seduce Ricki completely, but she would do her best to be patient.


  Not that being patient was easy for her. Not at all.


  When Deena finished showering, she dried off and slipped into lacy black panties with a matching bra that didn’t leave a lot to the imagination. She didn’t bother to put on any other clothing, but moved around in her lingerie.


  One of her eyes started stinging and it burned and ached as if she’d gotten a piece of sand in her contact. She went to the bathroom and picked up the bottle of saline she’d left on the counter before removing a brown contact lens, leaving her for a moment with one pale blue eye and one brown eye. She rinsed off the contact with saline then put the lens in again. She blinked rapidly as the contact settled. Much better. She went ahead and took out her other brown lens and rinsed it, too, before putting it back in and blinking until the contact was settled.


  For a moment she studied her reflection and touched a finger to her full lips, remembering when they used to be thin. She rather liked this new look with the cropped and bleached white-blonde hair, sable brown eyes, and collagen enhanced lips. Not only had she changed her hair and eye color, but she’d lost close to forty pounds and was now slim and trim and enjoyed showing off her body when she could. She couldn’t wait to show it off to Ricki.


  She was virtually unrecognizable and looked like she could be Angelina Jolie and Sharon Stone’s love child. She braced her hands on either side of the sink, leaned forward, and inspected her hairline. She was going to have to bleach it again to take care of the dark roots that were just starting to show.


  The air in the room was cool on her bare skin as she settled in an overstuffed chair and put her feet up on a desk chair. She took her iPad off the end table and visited a job hunting website as she started looking at employment opportunities in Prescott.


  Not a whole lot was there that interested her. Sooner or later she was going to have to give in and pick something. She’d told Ricki the truth that she’d been in management. She just hadn’t mentioned that it had been at a fast food chain.


  She’d risen up just about as high as she could go and made enough to get by, but not what she deserved to be paid. Now that she’d created a new life for herself, she was creating a whole new résumé and she intended to bullshit her way into a good job with good pay.


  Fortunately, Deena had stashed away the inheritance that her grandmother had left her three years ago. Deena hadn’t been close to her grandmother, but the woman had left each of her grandchildren a generous sum, so Deena had enough in cash to live off of for six months. She didn’t plan on taking that long to get a job—or to see all her plans fall into place. Once she was with Ricki, things would be even better.


  Deena smiled to herself, thinking of spending time out on the town with Ricki. It was still a couple of hours until it was time for Ricki to pick her up and Deena was anxious to go.


  She was more than ready. Every step was another step closer to having Ricki all to herself.


  


  Chapter 11


  


  He couldn’t stay away from Ricki. She was like a drug that he needed and couldn’t live without. He hadn’t been able to keep himself from going into the bakery and asking her to join him, and he’d enjoyed every moment of it.


  Garrett clenched a document in his hand and had to relax his grip. He set the paper on his desk, and smoothed it out with his fingers as he absently stared at the information for a case he was working on. This one involved a suspected cheating spouse, one of his least favorite types of cases. Especially since he knew the woman who’d hired him, Sally Johnson. He’d gone to grade school with her and had always liked her.


  He didn’t know her husband, Andy Johnson, but already Garrett wanted to knock the shit out of the man if he was cheating on Sally, a real sweetheart. Considering the Johnsons owned half of Prescott and were prominent in the community, it was going to be a real scandal if Andy Johnson was cheating.


  From the time he was a kid, Garrett couldn’t stand an injustice being done. He’d gotten into fight after fight, defending kids being picked on, and had ended up in the principal’s office on multiple occasions. He’d been stubborn and shut down when the principal and counselors talked with him, refusing to tattle. As far as he was concerned, in most cases he’d already made the bully regret what he’d done.


  Would Garrett have taken it upon himself to champion those who couldn’t defend themselves if his father hadn’t been such a brutal man? When he was young, he hadn’t been able to defend his mother and brother, or himself, against his father, when the bastard went on one of his rampages. So instead, he’d defended those he could.


  Garrett grew up with the desire to get into law enforcement but decided to go into private investigations because he felt he could do more good there than he could as a police officer. He also liked to work for himself—he wasn’t much for following orders. He liked to do things in his own way without a bunch of red tape.


  Despite everything, the fact that violence was in his blood concerned him more than he wanted to admit. He’d gotten into plenty of fights, even as a teenager. What if he lost control and hurt someone he cared about? The thought gnawed at him, making him clench his jaw in frustration.


  His thoughts turned to Ricki. God, he could never hurt her or another woman. But the fact he had a violent past scared the shit out of him.


  The sins of the father…


  Garrett slammed his fist down on his desk, rattling the cup of pens and pencils that sat precariously on the edge. He moved the cup and let his breath out, then leaned back in his leather chair and studied the framed Norman Rockwell art on his walls. He’d always loved Rockwell and had several of his prints. “Runaway,” “Bottom of the Sixth,” and “Homecoming Marine,” were three of his favorites that he had in the office. He had several more in his home on the ranch.


  Rockwell’s paintings depicted a simple, peaceful, happy existence that he wished better mirrored the world around him. In his line of work the world was a much darker place.


  He wondered if it was possible to have a life like the ones depicted by Rockwell. He was a realist, so he didn’t expect things to ever be perfect and rosy, but a part of him, deep inside, was also a romantic.


  Garrett rubbed his temples. He had to get his mind back on the job. He needed to follow Johnson when the man got off work, which would be any time now. He’d put a tracker on Johnson’s car and would wait until the man reached his destination before following him. Putting a tail on a man in a town like Prescott wasn’t an easy thing to do without getting spotted.


  According to Sally, Andy always came home late from work on Wednesday nights, so tonight would be a good time to see what Johnson was up to. Hell, maybe he was just playing poker with the boys and didn’t want to tell his wife. Garrett hoped that it was that simple of an explanation.


  He glanced at the time on his mobile phone that he’d left on his desktop before opening up the tracker app that located the device he’d put on Johnson’s car. Within moments he had a signal. Looked like the man was still at work.


  Garrett left his office and stepped into the night that was lit by a streetlight in front of his building. He unlocked the parallel-parked nondescript tan sedan that he used for surveillance. He didn’t use his truck for these occasions because it was easily recognizable and didn’t blend in as easily as the sedan did.


  After he climbed in and started the vehicle, he opened the tracker app on his phone again and saw that Johnson was now leaving his office. Garrett watched the GPS to see where the man was headed. Looked like he was on his way to the side of town opposite from where he lived. After Garrett took off his Stetson and exchanged it for a ball cap, he pulled out onto the street and followed the signal until he caught up with Johnson’s car. It was dark out, but Garrett still stayed three car lengths behind the man.


  Fifteen minutes later, Johnson turned onto a residential street. Garrett parked on the corner when he saw Johnson’s car pull into the driveway of a modest ranch style home. Garrett used his surveillance phone to take a few pictures of Johnson exiting his vehicle, zooming in on the license plate and the house number.


  Johnson stood on the doorstep, looking from left to right, and pressed the doorbell. A few moments later a woman in a white robe opened the door and let Johnson into the house.


  Shit.


  Looked like Sally was about to get her heart broken. Damn, but he hated this.


  Garrett took several pictures of the pair as Johnson walked into the house. The woman closed the door behind them.


  No curtains or blinds were open in the front of the house but the lights were on. Once Garrett had checked to make sure no cars were coming and neighbors weren’t out in their yards, he climbed out of his sedan and pulled down his ball cap. Carrying his camera, he walked across the street.


  He gritted his teeth, his muscles tense. This was the part of his job he hated.


  When he reached the woman’s front yard, he checked again to make sure no one was around then slipped into the darkness beside the home. He moved along the side of the house, listening. At first there was nothing but then he heard a feminine giggle and voices moving toward the back of the house.


  The windows were dark in the backyard, but soon a dim glow came from one of the rooms. Clearly, a lamp had been turned on.


  He had to step between two rose bushes as he moved closer to one of the windows, careful to stay pressed to the side of the house and not to make a sound. He’d done this far too many times for too many different reasons. The only way to complete the job was to get the photos.


  His jeans protected him from rose thorns in the waist-high bushes as he shifted so that he could find an opening. All it took to capture his targets in the act was a space between the curtain and the frame, or a slightly opened blind to do what he had to do. Sometimes it was cheating spouses, other times it was tracking a thief and proving he had the stolen goods before the police were called. There were any number of reasons why he’d had to make use of his skills.


  The woman who Johnson was visiting had made it far too easy. The window closest to Garrett had a space between the curtain and window frame an inch wide. He attached a small scope to his camera and put the eye of the scope to the window. Holding the nickel-sized lens in place, Garrett looked through the wide-angled lens and peered in.


  The bedroom was medium in size and the bed was positioned at the center. At the foot of the bed, Johnson stood with the woman as he pushed her robe from her shoulders, letting it fall around her feet. Like Garrett had suspected, she’d been naked beneath the robe.


  He watched with almost clinical detachment as he took pictures of the woman and Johnson. She was beautiful and had a fit body with large breasts, and long hair that fell to the middle of her back. She undressed Johnson slowly and in moments was on her knees sucking him off.


  Once the couple was on the bed and Johnson was driving into the woman from behind, Garrett figured he had enough to close the case. He moved the smaller lens away from the window and disconnected it from the camera before pocketing it.


  His skin burned from the anger bubbling through him. Damn, but he’d hoped Sally was wrong, that Johnson wasn’t having an affair on her. He didn’t want to show her the photographs. He’d show her one picture of Johnson and his mistress together with their clothes on.


  After that he’d tell her what was in the envelope he’d give her and hope she took his advice and didn’t look at the rest of the photos. All it would do was cause her pain. She could take the images to her attorney and let him look them over to tell her the pictures were exactly what Garrett had said they were. Of course he wasn’t naïve enough to believe Sally or any other woman wouldn’t want to look. No matter how painful, she’d want to see.


  No matter that he wanted to do nothing more than kick Johnson’s ass, it was a case and he couldn’t get more involved than being the tool that helped his client.


  He got into his car and set the camera on the passenger seat before rubbing his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. He was damned well looking forward to retiring from the business of private investigations and spending his time ranching instead. Most of the money he made went into a savings account to buy a good-sized herd. He’d already purchased a piece of land next to his ranch to use for grazing. He was another step closer to doing what he really wanted to do.


  Garrett leaned back in his seat and thought about what it might be like to have a family. He could picture Ricki in his kitchen cooking dinner as a toddler holding a toy pony tugged at her mama’s jeans. He could even picture himself holding their other child as he helped with dinner. A boy with tiny cowboy boots, jeans, and a little cowboy hat.


  With a groan he rested his head against the headrest. He was in trouble and it was a trouble deep enough that he didn’t know if he could climb his way out of it.


  


  Chapter 12


  


  Thanks to an evening rush at the bakery, Ricki couldn’t make it for happy hour on Wednesday with Deena. She had to get up at one-thirty a.m. to get back to the bakery and help Poncho with the baking. Lettie wouldn’t get in until five.


  Ricki had called Deena to apologize and offered to make it up to her by going out to dinner on Friday instead. Deena had seemed a little disappointed with the change in plans but said she understood. Deena had stopped by Thursday and Friday mornings for breakfast, so Ricki had seen her a couple of times since Wednesday.


  It was Friday evening now, and Ricki was looking forward to a night out. Lettie would be helping Poncho bake early in the morning, so Ricki would be able to stay out a little later than she would normally be able to.


  She headed out the back of the bakery, locked the door behind her, and walked to her car, which was parked well down the street. When she reached her Prius, she unlocked it, climbed in, then pressed the start button. The hybrid quietly came to life and she sagged against her seat. She was tired but she knew she’d have fun once she was out, especially with Deena.


  Over the phone, Ricki had told Deena again that she’d pick her up after checking in on Xena.


  She could only stay out until ten because she had to be back in the bakery early in the a.m.


  Ricki headed home, greeted Xena, gave her a treat, and double-checked that she had enough food and water in the dispensers. Then she rinsed off in the shower, changed into clean clothes and took off for Deena’s hotel.


  Deena had given Ricki her room number and asked her to come up. When she reached Deena’s room, Ricki knocked and waited. A moment later the door opened and Deena let her in.


  When the door closed, heat warmed Ricki’s skin. Deena was only wearing a bra that accented her cleavage and barely covered her nipples along with lace panties that didn’t leave much to the imagination.


  Feeling uncomfortable, Ricki kept her gaze trained on Deena’s face and avoided looking at her body.


  “I’m sorry I’m not ready.” Deena gave a carefree smile. “I decided to wear something else at the last minute.”


  “No problem.” Ricki returned Deena’s smile before she started looking around the room. The small suite had a kitchenette with a stove and refrigerator. Everything was disorganized with dishes in the sink, crumpled napkins on the counter, and a pizza box sticking out of the garbage can. Clothes were all over the floor and the bed was unmade. An iPad was sitting on the writing desk at the other end of the suite.


  “Ready?” Deena said, drawing Ricki’s attention back to her.


  Deena was now wearing a sexy little black dress that showed her cleavage and made Ricki feel very underdressed.


  “I’m not dressed up.” Ricki looked down at her simple jean skirt and sleeveless blouse. “Do I need to go home and change?”


  “No.” Deena shook her head. “You look adorable.”


  “If you say so.” Not only did Ricki feel underdressed, but she felt self conscious with her full curves next to Deena’s slender body.


  “Let’s go.” Deena grabbed a small black purse off the writing desk from beside the laptop. “I am so hungry.”


  Ricki’s stomach growled. Apparently she was, too.


  They went to Rosa’s Mexican restaurant on Montezuma Street. It was one of Ricki’s favorite places to eat. It was cheery with brightly painted walls that were covered with serapes, Mexican hats, maracas, paintings, and other interesting things.


  The hostess seated them and gave them each a menu while a server set freshly made hot tortilla chips and salsa on the table between Ricki and Deena.


  “I’m going to order the biggest margarita they have.” Deena pointed to the menu. “This one, with Grand Marnier.”


  Ricki looked over the drinks menu. “I think I’ll try one, too.”


  While they drank margaritas and ate enchiladas, Ricki didn’t have to do a whole lot of talking, for which she was grateful. It had been a long day of being on her feet and she felt more like listening than talking. The more Deena drank, the more she chattered on, which was a lot.


  While Ricki drank her own margarita, she became more and more relaxed and found herself laughing at Deena’s stories.


  Deena told Ricki about her childhood in Texas, moving to Tucson, her years at the university, and the jerks she’d dated over the years.


  After they ate dinner, they moved into the bar portion of the restaurant, sat at a high top and Ricki ordered her second margarita while Deena had a third. Ricki couldn’t help noticing how men in the bar were clearly checking Deena out.


  Deena continued chatting like there hadn’t been any kind of interruption. But when she reached the point in her story where she married a man from New York, she sobered a little. “Biggest mistake I ever made. Like I told you that night we had dinner at your house, the bastard abused me.” She touched her hand to her hair as if to push it away from her face but her fingers found nothing but the thick, cropped strands. It made Ricki wonder how long she’d had short hair. Deena made a sour face. “Men suck.”


  “Some men do, like my ex.” Ricki set her elbow on the table, her chin in her hand. “But some men are pretty good guys,” she added as she thought of Garrett.


  Deena gave a decisively unladylike snort. “Eventually they all screw you over.” She waved her hand as if waving away the notion of even considering a man to be a good guy. “I’m through with them.”


  Ricki couldn’t think of anything to say. She held a lot of grudges against her ex, but she’d had to let go of the anger or she knew it would weigh her down even more than her depression already did. She had to believe in the goodness in people and not let it color her world in dark shades.


  “It’s been a little rough since I divorced him.” Deena sighed. “I’ve had two close friends exit my life. After the last one, I had to get out of town. I just couldn’t take being in Tucson after she was gone.”


  “It sounds like you’ve been through a lot.” Ricki studied Deena who looked away for a long moment. “You said you had two friends leave your life. What happened to them if you don’t mind me asking?”


  Deena gripped her large margarita glass. It was her fourth. When she spoke again her words were slurred a bit from having had too much alcohol. “My friend, Celia, just up and disappeared one day. Apparently she ran off and no one has seen her since.”


  Ricki shook her head. “That must have been terrible to have someone you care about vanish.”


  Deena nodded, her eyes going a little unfocused. “As far as Maria…she was murdered.”


  A hard weight dropped in Ricki’s belly and her eyes widened. She reached out and put her hand over Deena’s on the tabletop. “That’s horrible.”


  Deena’s shoulders slumped as she let out a sigh. “They were both my roommates. First Celia, and then several months after she disappeared, Maria moved in with me.” Deena’s eyes glittered with tears. “After she was killed, I decided I’m not meant to have a roommate.”


  “I’m so sorry, Deena.” Ricki’s throat felt tight as she squeezed Deena’s hand.


  Deena looked grateful and interlaced her fingers with Ricki’s as she stared into Ricki’s eyes. “I miss them.”


  Despite the level of tipsiness, thanks to her two margaritas, Ricki had the most bizarre sensations go through her as Deena held her hand with their fingers locked together. Ricki straightened in her chair and slipped her fingers from Deena’s.


  “If only they—” Deena stopped herself and folded both hands on the tabletop. When she looked at Ricki again, her expression was regretful, like she’d said too much.


  “If only they what?” Ricki prompted.


  Deena shook her head. “Enough about things we can’t change.” She picked up her margarita glass and drained it. When she set her glass down it thumped hard on the wooden surface of the table. “I’ve done most of the talking. Why don’t you tell me more about you? Boyfriends, girlfriends, lovers, friends. Everything.”


  Ricki didn’t know if it was the margaritas she’d had, or Deena’s directness, but she felt heat flush beneath her skin. Ricki didn’t think she could be as open about everything as Deena had been. Not to mention she hadn’t had a lot of lovers. As a matter of fact she’d just had the one man she’d ever gone to bed with, her ex-husband, and that had proven to be one big crappy experience.


  When Ricki hesitated, Deena folded her arms on the tabletop and said, “What about women?”


  Ricki frowned. “In regards to what?”


  Deena leaned closer. “Since men totally suck, have you ever thought about being with a woman instead of a man?”


  Ricki felt even warmer than she had earlier and her head swam a little. Deena had obviously had far too much to drink. As a matter of fact, Ricki was pretty sure she herself was beyond her alcohol threshold with two large margaritas.


  “Well?” Deena looked at Ricki expectantly.


  “Not really,” Ricki said hesitantly.


  “Ah-ha.” Deena grinned. “You didn’t flat out say no. So tell me, have you ever been with a woman?”


  Ricki’s cheeks flushed and she couldn’t believe she was telling Deena what had happened in college. “I got drunk once and a woman kissed me. Just once. I woke up thinking ‘what did I do?’”


  Something flared in Deena’s eyes. “And?”


  Ricki swallowed. “I wondered for a long time why I did that and wondered if I liked it.”


  “Did you?” Deena asked, looking like she was on the edge of her seat.


  Ricki glanced away for a moment and shrugged. “I realized it was just the alcohol and the fact that I was young.”


  Deena shook her head. “You liked it because women get it. Men are just jerks.”


  For the first time, Ricki wondered if Deena was not just a man hater, but was she bi? Or even a lesbian? Some of her best friends were gay. It wasn’t Ricki’s thing, but if Deena was a lesbian, Ricki might be able to hook her up with her friends who could fill her in on the local scene.


  Uncomfortable with the conversation, Ricki changed the subject and soon they were talking about the most well-known of Prescott’s older families, namely the Johnsons and the McBrides.


  It was ten by the time Ricki felt like the two margaritas she’d had earlier were a distant memory. “I’ve got to get baking early in the morning.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m out way past my curfew.”


  “This was fun.” They both stood as Deena spoke. “We need to do this again, soon.”


  “I had a terrific time.” Ricki nodded. “Maybe we can have another girls’ night out next week.”


  Deena grinned. “It’s a date.”


  


  Chapter 13


  


  Saturday morning Ricki was working in the bakery and had just finished making a fresh pot of coffee. She’d been distracted, once again thinking about Garrett, and had forgotten to put the freshly ground coffee into the filter before brewing. She’d ended up with a nice pot of hot water that she’d had to discard.


  He hadn’t called her since he’d dropped in at the bakery earlier in the week, and tomorrow was Easter. She felt like a schoolgirl waiting for the phone to ring and it hadn’t. He also hadn’t stopped by in the morning for his usual scone and coffee.


  Had he gone out of town? Or had he decided he didn’t want to see her and was trying to let her down easy?


  The thought of Garrett not wanting to see her again made her chest ache and she shook her head. Her longtime crush on the man had developed into something more and she feared she was going to end up getting her heart broken. That’s all there was to it.


  Still she planned on making cookies for Garrett’s family later this afternoon so that they’d be fresh come tomorrow. Honestly, Garrett didn’t strike her as the type of man who would ask her out then decide not to take her. Even if he wanted to break off any start to a relationship, he’d still plan on taking her to the family outing.


  She wiped down the large thermos that she’d just spilled coffee on. She really needed to get her mind back on her job.


  Would Deena be in today like she had been all week? Ricki found herself looking forward to seeing her friend. It was a nice break to her day.


  Garrett would be a really nice break to the day.


  Ricki slipped into the back to grab a tray of pastries that were ready to be put on display. Before she could get to the tray, she heard the bells jangling at the front door. She put on a smile and headed back out to the front and stopped in her tracks.


  Garrett. He looked so sexy in his off-white western shirt, straw Stetson, Wranglers, and scuffed brown leather boots. His blue eyes seemed to burn as he studied her, his expression unreadable.


  She felt a now familiar flip-flop in her belly when he looked at her. He had a way of studying her that made her feel like he wanted to cart her away and make love to her.


  If he wanted her right this minute, she’d be more than ready. She imagined him taking her up against the wall and—


  Her thoughts broke off as he raised an eyebrow, as if he could hear what was going on in her mind. Her face warmed.


  “Hi, Garrett.” She swallowed and offered him a smile. “Missed seeing you in here this week.”


  He moved closer, standing on the opposite side of the case. “You missed me?”


  She felt her face grow hotter, but she tried to give him a light response. “Of course. I’ve had blueberry scones and coffee ready just for you.”


  “I’ve been out of town.” He continued to study her. “I tried calling and left a couple of messages on your cell phone. Did you change your mind about tomorrow?”


  She furrowed her brow. “I didn’t get any calls or messages from you. Do you have the right number?”


  Garrett drew a cell phone out of a holster on his belt and checked it. He gave her the number he’d called.


  “You’re off by one number.” She felt a rush of relief. “The last number should be a seven, not a one.”


  “Sorry about that, honey,” he said and a pleasant feeling went through her at the endearment, even if he hadn’t meant it to be intimate in any way. “I stopped by since I hadn’t heard from you to see if you still want to come tomorrow.”


  “Absolutely.” She smiled. “I’m baking the cookies this afternoon.”


  He came closer to the bakery case. His voice was low and vibrated through her. “I’d like to sample another one of your treats.”


  For a moment she felt as though he meant her, but then she realized he was talking about her baked goods.


  “What would you like to try?” Her voice was a little husky as she spoke and she cleared her throat.


  He looked away from her and at the breakfast display case. “How about a cheese Danish and one of those quiches?”


  “Coffee?” she asked and he nodded.


  When she had everything ready for him, he handed her cash for his items. Their fingers brushed and she felt like he’d done it deliberately, as if he needed to touch her as much as she wanted to touch him.


  “I’ll pick you up at eleven-thirty,” he said as he stuffed the change into his pocket. “Potluck is at noon and the softball game is after that.”


  She smiled. “I’ll be ready.”


  He gave her one more lingering look before he turned and headed out of the bakery. He paused at the door when he pushed it open and looked back at her. He gave her a nod before walking through the entrance.


  She put her hand to her belly, her stomach swooping as he left. Had he said without words that he wanted her like she wanted him? She couldn’t be absolutely positive, but she was sure she felt something between them. It was in the way he looked at her, the way he spoke to her.


  Old, ugly insecurities reared their heads and made her wonder how a man like him could find a woman like her interesting or appealing.


  She closed her eyes tightly for a moment before opening them again. No, she would not give in to those feelings. She couldn’t let life pass her by just because she was insecure about herself.


  Maybe she was in for heartbreak, but anything worth having was worth trying for. And as far as she was concerned, Garrett McBride was worth putting her heart out on the line.


  


  Chapter 14


  


  Easter Sunday dawned cold, dark, and cloudy, and it looked like rain on the horizon. The weather report had said there was a chance of intermittent showers throughout the day.


  Ricki frowned as she looked out the front window of her home. She wondered if the McBride family softball game would be called on account of rain. She rubbed her palms on her jeans, a jittery sensation going through her. She’d be with Garrett and a bunch of the McBride clan soon. What would they think of her being there with Garrett?


  A truck pulled up in front of the house and Ricki saw that it was Garrett. She let the curtain slide back into place and went to the kitchen to grab the small cross-body purse she used on outings so that she could keep her hands free. The doorbell rang as she picked up the big box of Easter cookies and headed for the front door.


  After she took a deep breath, she unlocked and opened the door to see him standing on her doorstep. He so looked yummy in athletic shoes, jeans, gray sweat jacket, and a red University of Arizona baseball cap. She loved the way he filled out his jeans and T-shirt beneath the open jacket, and she loved the stubble on his jaws—he was sexy as hell.


  She smiled as she met his eyes. “Hi,” she said.


  “You look great.” With the deep intensity of his voice and the look in his eyes, she was certain he meant every word. That, despite the fact that she was wearing simply a red U of A T-shirt beneath a navy blue jacket, faded jeans, and an older pair of athletic shoes—not exactly what she’d call sexy, but at least she was dressed for the occasion. He’d nodded toward her U of A T-shirt. “You have good taste.”


  He took the box of cookies from her as she stepped out onto the porch. “I attended the U of A,” she said. “Did you?”


  “Just a lifelong fan thanks to growing up with my mother who always rooted for them.” He smiled. “I guess you could say it rubbed off on me.”


  Ricki locked the door behind her and they walked down the steps together. The April morning was cool and the scent of oncoming rain was strong on the air.


  “What happens if it rains?” she asked as he helped her into his truck.


  An amused smile touched his lips. “With this rivalry, it would take an act of God or a nuclear war to stop our game,” he said and she laughed as he handed her the box of cookies.


  She clutched the box in her lap as he went around to the driver’s side and climbed in. “Are you sure no one will mind me tagging along?”


  He raised an eyebrow. “People who know you love you, Ricki,” he said, his tone direct and sincere. “And if they don’t already, they will. You’ll be more than welcome any time.”


  She clutched the box tighter. “Thank you.”


  It wasn’t far to the park that had picnic tables near the baseball field. The McBrides had reserved the field so it was all theirs.


  When the field came into sight, Ricki swallowed. “A lot of people there already,” she said as their vehicle approached the group.


  Garrett parked the truck. He glanced at her and gave her a sexy little smile. “Just wait ’til everyone else gets here.”


  After parking, he jumped out of the truck, came around to the passenger side, and took the box of cookies from her before helping her out of the vehicle. He grabbed the handle of an ice chest that was behind the passenger seat and carried it and the cookies across the grass as they walked side-by-side.


  Butterflies danced in her belly as they headed toward the group and the tables that were already loaded with food.


  “Hi, Ricki.” Jo, who was married to Tate McBride, flashed a beautiful smile as she approached them. The statuesque redhead gave Ricki a hug. “I was excited when Garrett said he was bringing you.”


  Ricki returned Jo’s smile. “I’ve been looking forward to it.”


  “Oooh, what did you bring?” Tess, Gage’s wife, was a petite woman with short blonde curls. She took the pink box from Garrett. “If I know you, Ricki, it’s got to be good.”


  “Easter cookies.” Ricki and Tess hugged after setting the box on the end of one of the folding tables next to trays mounded with brownies and lemon bars.


  “Hello, Ricki.” Megan came up from behind her sister, Tess. Megan was married to Ryan. “Good to see you here,” Megan added with a broad smile.


  “You do know you’re hugging the enemy,” Garrett said and winked at Ricki who laughed.


  Megan swept Ricki away to meet Danica, Creed’s wife, and Cat, who was married to Blake. Soon Ricki had been introduced to a good number of the McBrides. She’d met a lot of them at her bakery and it was great to see familiar faces. She found that after a short time she wasn’t nervous anymore and was actually having fun meeting and seeing everyone.


  Every now and then her gaze would connect with Garrett’s. She’d feel like she was being watched and she would turn to find him with his eyes on her. When she looked back she felt a longing like she’d never experienced before. She didn’t want to be walking around with her heart on her sleeve, so she did her best not to think about him and how incredibly scrumptious he looked, not to mention how she felt when she was around him. But not thinking about Garrett was like trying to chase the storm clouds away.


  The air was cool and filled with an energy that was contagious. No one seemed to mind the threat of rain and the chatter and laughter continued as more McBrides showed up. Ricki found herself smiling and comfortable enough to talk easily with everyone she met and not feel as nervous as she’d expected.


  When it was time to eat, Garrett came up behind Ricki and put his hands on her shoulders. She swore she felt the warmth of his palms through her jacket, the heat traveling straight to her belly. “Let’s sit by my mom and stepdad.” She looked at him and he gave a nod toward the end of one of the tables.


  She bit the inside of her lip. She’d known this moment would come, when she’d meet his parents, and she found she was a little nervous now.


  When they reached the end of the table, Garrett introduced her to his brother, Reese, a detective. He had intense blue eyes like Garrett’s, and was as tall as the McBride men but that was where the resemblance ended. Reese had light brown hair, square features, and an athlete’s build.


  Garrett and Reese had been legally adopted into the family when they were young and had taken on their stepdad, Hal’s, last name, when their mother, Angel, married him. Angel was tall and pretty, and Hal was on the gruff side but with a quick wit and dry humor.


  Hal’s biological sons, Garrett’s stepbrothers, were John and Mike. John, a police officer, was friendly and personable, but often he seemed to have a serious expression, almost brooding.


  Mike, the county’s newly elected sheriff, had a more relaxed personality and a humor in his eyes when he was with family and friends. It was easy to see why people liked him and why he’d been elected sheriff. When on the job, he was likely just as serious as his brother, John, but off the job he was personable and genuine. From what she’d been told, before Mike became sheriff, he’d been a decorated officer with the Prescott Police Department and owned a ranch near his parents’ place.


  “The cake you made for Jo’s and Tate’s wedding was amazing,” Angel said when Ricki was introduced to her. “I loved the moistness of the white cake and the raspberry filling. The frosting with the white and red roses was perfect.”


  “Thank you.” Ricki smiled. “I have to admit I love my job.”


  “Did you make the cakes for the other brothers’ weddings?” Angel asked.


  Ricki nodded. “I designed and made the cakes for all five of them.”


  Making wedding cakes was a bittersweet task for Ricki. She loved making the couple happy on their special day, and she always had a sense of satisfaction that everyone had been pleased with her creations.


  The bittersweet part was the fact that she was helping make someone else’s day special when she yearned for a special day of her own. All the planning that went into making and decorating the cake and then it was gone… Just like her hopes for a happy future with someone she loved.


  She couldn’t help but wish for a man she could love with all her heart and who would love her equally. A man who would treat her like his queen and care for her in every way a man could care for a woman.


  She looked at Garrett from beneath her lashes and wondered if he could be that man. She let out an inward sigh. Mentally she was pushing things a little too far, a little too fast.


  It wasn’t long before she found herself sitting at one of the tables in between Angel and Garrett. She was unbelievably aware of Garrett as his upper arm brushed hers or his knee bumped into her knee.


  Angel continued to talk with Ricki. She was a pleasant woman with a sense of humor that was easy to see. Angel had continued to ask Ricki about her bakery.


  “I imagine you have to get up pretty early in the morning,” Angel said, “to get all of that baking done.”


  Ricki nodded. “Usually I have help, but tomorrow morning Poncho is off so I’ll be baking alone. I need to get there around midnight.”


  “That’s pretty damned early,” Garrett said. “We’d better make sure you don’t get home too late so that you can get some sleep before you have to go in.”


  Frankly, Ricki wasn’t too worried about sleep at all if Garrett was going to be around. The thought of spending the night with him sent flutters through her belly. She could feel the sexual tension in him that was as intense as hers.


  The food was great. It was a potluck with main courses ranging from barbeque riblets to Swedish meatballs to sour cream enchiladas to hot wings and more. Baked beans, potato and macaroni salads were some of the side dishes. Appetizers included a spinach dip, mini quiches, tortilla chips and guacamole, and deviled eggs. In addition to the cookies, lemon bars, Jell-O salad, and brownies, there were also two rum Bundt cakes and a huge Texas sheet cake.


  Ricki took a little bit of everything and ended up with a plate piled with goodies, which she was certain she wouldn’t be able to finish. Surprisingly, she ate most of it and enjoyed every bite.


  “Here it comes,” Garrett said close to her, his warm breath tickling her ear.


  She felt a tingling sensation race through her as she glanced at him. “Here what comes?”


  He nodded to the end of the table. “One of our Easter traditions is like Thanksgiving for a lot of people.”


  Curious, Ricki looked toward Hal who stood and raised his beer can. “You all know what time it is.”


  Good-natured groans and laughs went around the tables. Curious, Ricki glanced around before looking back at Hal.


  “For those of you new to our get-together, every Easter we all share what we’re grateful for.” He looked around at everyone who had quieted to listen to him. “Every single one of us.”


  Ricki sure hoped he didn’t mean her.


  “I’ll start us off.” Hal was a tall and trim man without a hint of a beer gut or a belly. He cleared his throat and rested his hand on Angel’s shoulder. “I’m grateful for Angel, the love of my life and for each of my four sons.” He looked at each one of his sons. “Now if you’ll just get busy and get me and Angel some grandkids, we’ll be doing just fine.”


  The other brothers groaned, but Garrett just glanced at Ricki. She felt her cheeks warm as some of the family members grinned at her. Part of her protested that it was much too soon to think about children or anything else when she and Garrett had just started dating. And part of her wished she were having Garrett’s child.


  “Enough of that.” Angel stood and waved her husband to sit down as applause followed his short speech. “Although I do agree with your father. You boys need to make us some proud grandparents.” She brushed hair from her eyes as everyone laughed again. “I’d like to say I’m grateful for our health and for Hal.” She glanced at him with fondness in her gaze. “Best husband a gal could ask for.”


  The way Hal and Angel looked at each other caused something to twist inside of Ricki. She would love for a man to look at her the way Hal was looking at Angel. To have a man who clearly loved her just as much as Garrett’s parents loved each other.


  After Angel sat back down, one by one their sons said what they were grateful for. Reese made everyone laugh by saying he was most grateful for his Aunt Del’s rum cake and the opportunity to kick ass in today’s game.


  And then it came time for Garrett to stand. By his expression, it looked like it was one of the most painful things he’d ever done and she had the most absurd desire to giggle.


  He took off his ball cap and pushed his fingers through his hair before he settled his cap back on his head, tugged down on the brim. “I’m thankful for potential opportunities,” he said before sitting down again.


  Family members clapped and some of them looked at Ricki and she blinked. He hadn’t been talking about her.


  Had he?


  “You’re next, Ricki.” Angel brought Ricki out of her thoughts as Garrett sat down.


  Garrett leaned close. “Sorry, honey. Should have warned you.”


  She nodded, her throat constricting as she stood. Her skin tingled and her smile felt tacked on. “I’m grateful for my store and the opportunity to get to do something I love and meet so many of Prescott’s residents.” She took a little breath. “And I appreciate you all letting me come to your family celebration.”


  “We love having you here, Ricki,” one of the guys called out, but she wasn’t sure who’d said it. Applause followed like it did for everyone else who’d spoken.


  When she sat down, Garrett’s hand found hers beneath the table, giving her a warm feeling that traveled straight through her. She looked at him and he gave her a little smile. “You did great,” he said.


  The sharing continued on. Almost thirty family members were present so everyone kept it pretty short. When it came time for Creed to say what he was thankful for, he brought Danica up to stand with him.


  “Now that I’ve retired from the bull riding circuit…” Creed met Danica’s gaze before looking at those gathered round, “we’ve decided to start a family.” A grin split his face as he put his hand on Danica’s belly. “We’re pregnant.”


  Cheers and exclamations rose up from the tables, congratulations all the way around. The soon-to-be mom and dad beamed, and his parents, Del and Bull, stood to hug them.


  When the crowd quieted, Creed’s brothers and their wives finished up with the things that they were grateful for. Ryan and Megan were last to go out of the bunch gathered in the park.


  After they stood, Ryan said with a broad grin, “Not to upstage Creed and Danica, but Megan and I are having twins.”


  The group erupted again and this time, now that each person was finished, everyone stood and gathered around the two expectant couples, hugs and kisses all the way around.


  Pressure built at the backs of Ricki’s eyes as she felt the desire to cry with happiness for the couples. With Garrett at her side she went to congratulate Danica and Creed, and then Megan and Ryan.


  When the crowd settled, Hal said above the crowd, “Now let’s get down to business.”


  


  Chapter 15


  


  A sprinkle plopped on Ricki’s nose followed by another on her cheek. She glanced up at the cloudy gray sky and a droplet landed on her eyelid. She breathed in the clean scent of rain and looked around her to see family members continuing to laugh and chat and carry on, ignoring the sprinkles.


  Leftover food was covered and carried back to the cars and trucks and Ricki was gratified to see that almost all of the Easter cookies had been devoured.


  Softballs, gloves, bats, and bases were fetched from the vehicles and carried to the field. Umbrellas were retrieved, too, for those who would be sitting on the bleachers. By the time everything was settled, there were nine players on each team with everyone else on the bleachers.


  Hal, Bull, Hart, Henry, and Gus McBride were brothers and apparently they’d had the rivalry going from the time their sons were little. They’d had smaller teams that had gradually grown as more and more McBride sons grew to be old enough to play. The McBrides had mostly boys, but there were a couple of girls mixed in.


  Hal’s team had his four sons plus Gus’s three sons and Henry’s two. Bull’s team had his five sons plus Hart’s four.


  Ricki sat on the “home” team bleachers since this year Garrett’s family was designated the home team. Angel sat beside Ricki and held a red umbrella over the two of them.


  Angel laughed as she pushed damp hair out of her eyes. “There’s so much testosterone raging around here during the Easter game.”


  “Do the women ever play?” Ricki asked.


  Angel shook her head. “Early on there hadn’t been any women around save Del, a couple of other sister-in-laws, and me, and we hadn’t wanted to get in the middle of this male-bonding thing. Now that Del and Bull’s sons have all married, the number of women has changed, but the game hasn’t.”


  Ricki nodded. “I’m not sure I’d want to be out there. You can feel the competitiveness between the men from here.”


  “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, honey,” Angel said with a grin in a mock redneck tone.


  By the time the teams were ready, the rain was coming down harder. It wouldn’t be long ’til everyone on each of the teams was soaked, not to mention those in the bleachers without umbrellas.


  Garrett’s brother, Reese, was the home team captain and they took to the field while the other team, captained by Tate, was up at bat. Garrett played third base, close to where Ricki was sitting in the bleachers.


  A sense of excitement went through Ricki, the thrill of the start to a game.


  Creed took the first at bat and hit a line drive. John caught the ball in left field and threw the ball to Mike who had first base. Mike caught the ball and practically tackled Creed as he slid into first base but Creed was declared safe by one of the referees.


  Immediately, Ricki could see and feel the fierce competition between the two teams. They were having fun, but they were serious about the game, too. Gage came up at bat next and hit a pop-up fly to third and Garrett easily caught it. Ryan struck out, but Blake nearly hit the ball out of the park. John dove for the ball and landed on his hip and slid through the mud as he barely caught the ball when it skipped on the ground. He rolled to his feet and threw the ball to home plate. The runners stopped at second and third bases.


  Everyone on the bleachers cheered and shouted. Ricki found herself shouting just as loud as Angel during the game.


  Rain was coming down harder now, thrumming on top of the umbrella that Angel held over herself and Ricki.


  Out on the field, John had mud up one side of body from his shoulder to his hip from hitting the ground. Everyone on the field had muddy shoes, some with mud-streaked faces, and all with soaked T-shirts and jeans. None of the players seemed to notice or care. Instead they trash-talked and went after the game like they were playing for their lives.


  After a single by Tate, Creed scored but Garrett tagged out Blake for the third out to end the first half of the first inning.


  Garrett was third up at bat with no runs, two outs, and one man on base. Ricki felt a thrill in her belly just watching the man whose soaked T-shirt clung to his muscular body, a fierce expression on his handsome face. She realized she was holding her breath and let it out slowly as Garrett gained two strikes against him. On the third pitch, he swung and the crack of his bat was loud as the wood connected solidly with the ball.


  Angel and Ricki both stood and cheered as Garrett ran the bases and Ryan chased the ball. He scooped it up then threw it toward third. Garrett slid into third base, barely making contact with the base before Creed had the chance to tag him out. Ricki grinned as she saw that a good deal of Garrett’s body was now covered in mud.


  Garrett had batted John in and the game was tied one-one when Reese hit a fly ball that Ryan caught easily for the third out in the bottom of the first.


  The game was long but exciting as the teams went the full nine innings. In the bottom of the ninth, the teams were tied ten-ten. Everyone on the bleachers was on his or her feet cheering the teams on. Ricki’s throat hurt from yelling so much.


  After two outs, Reese hit a home run to end the game and win the game for the “home” team.


  Ricki climbed off the bleachers, leaving the canopy of the umbrella to go to Garrett and congratulate him. The moment he saw her, he caught her by surprise as he swept her up in his arms and swung her around. He grinned as he set her down, leaving her smeared with mud. She looked down and wiped a clump of mud off her T-shirt. In a sudden surge of impishness, she took the mud and reached up to run her fingers down his nose, coating it in the stuff.


  He gave her a wicked grin, flung her over his shoulder and spanked her with a muddy hand.


  She caught her breath, her eyes wide. “Let me down, you big oaf,” she cried out as he swatted her again.


  He laughed and let her slide down his body. Sudden erotic sensations went through her as he lowered her against his body until she was on her feet again. She stared up at him and swallowed as she saw his expression had gone from playful to dark and sensual.


  Rain poured down on them, washing mud from their faces as they stared at each other. In that moment all she could think about was his lips moving over hers, kissing her like he had the night they’d gone out on the date. She could see in his eyes that he wanted it as much as she did.


  Instead of kissing her, he said in a husky voice, “Let’s get out of the rain and get you home.”


  She nodded. Yeah, home. She wanted him to take her home and take her in every way possible. He wanted it too…there was no doubt in her mind that he did.


  He put his arm around her shoulders, holding her close to him as if not wanting to let her go. They made their goodbyes and then they were in his truck heading to her house.


  


  Chapter 16


  


  The moment they walked in the door to Ricki’s home, Garrett slammed the door hard behind him and grabbed her up in his arms. He grasped her ass and pressed her hard against him as his mouth took hers.


  A shiver went through her that had nothing to do with her soaked clothing, and everything to do with the way he was kissing her. It was hungry and almost harsh, his lips bruising hers.


  She responded with her own hunger for him, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing herself as close to him as she could, even closer than he already had her. His cock was so hard against her belly that it sent a thrill through her, straight to that place between her thighs. She’d never wanted a man like she wanted Garrett, and she was finally going to have him.


  The next thing she knew, her head was spinning as he took her down to the floor and onto a thick rug in the entryway. His baseball cap dropped to the rug as he kissed her, and she hooked her thighs around his hips as he pressed his jean-clad cock against her center. She squirmed beneath him as she moaned with need.


  They were still coated with mud, their clothing soaked through. She didn’t care if he took off his clothes—she just wanted to feel him inside her as soon and as fast as possible.


  “Damn, but you’re fine.” He pushed up her T-shirt, grabbed her red bra, and jerked it below her large breasts. “I’ve got to have you.”


  She gasped as cool air tightened her nipples and then his warm mouth latched onto her. He thrust his hips as if taking her, his cock rock hard against her through their clothing.


  Desire and need coursed through her and she whimpered to be even closer to him. She moved both of her hands down between them and fumbled until she unbuttoned his jeans. She slid her hand into the waistband of his jeans and his underwear, and wrapped her fingers around his cock.


  He groaned and moved his hips as she eased her hand up and down his length. He was thick and long and she gave another soft moan, imagining how it would feel once his cock was inside her.


  “Garrett.” She sighed his name as she begged him. “Please.”


  His mouth found hers again and his muscular chest pressed against her chest, his T-shirt abrading her bare nipples. Her eyes were closed as she became lost in the kiss, loving the way he was taking control and the unleashed power he was exerting over her.


  He stilled, then moved his mouth from hers as he pulled back. She opened her eyes and found him looking down at her with pain and anger in his expression, his hands braced to either side of her head.


  Confused, she furrowed her brow. “What’s wrong, Garrett?”


  He didn’t answer. Instead he pushed himself to his knees between her thighs, pulled her bra back over her breasts and tugged down her T-shirt. He got to his feet and taking her by the hands, brought her up with him.


  The anger in his expression almost frightened her. “I’m sorry, Ricki.” He released her hands and took a step back as he fastened his jeans. “I shouldn’t have touched you.”


  Her mind was still reeling from his kisses and the feel of his body against hers. “Did I do something wrong?”


  “I did.” He turned and took the two steps from the entryway rug to the front door. He grasped the door handle, lowered his head, and paused for a moment. Then he straightened, and without looking at her again, he jerked open the door. He walked through the opening and closed the door solidly behind him.


  She stared at the door, bewildered. What had just happened? It was like she was lost in some kind of dream.


  A sharp ache shot through her midsection. She held her arms to her belly, unable to comprehend. He’d wanted her, she was sure of that. And God knew she wanted him.


  So why had he stopped? Why had he looked so angry?


  It had to be her. There was something wrong with her.


  Tears welled up in her eyes and then started rolling down her cheeks. The tears felt hot against her skin that was cool and damp from the rain. She brushed them away with the backs of her hands and felt mud smear across her cheeks.


  She turned and almost tripped over his cap. She picked it up and stared at it for a long moment then spun and flung the cap at the door where it hit with a soft thump and dropped to the floor.


  Ricki crossed her arms over her chest and stared blindly up at the ceiling when she felt something soft against her leg. Startled, she looked down to see Xena with her head against Ricki’s thigh. Xena’s eyes looked big and brown and soulful. She could clearly see that Ricki was hurting.


  Vaguely she wondered where Xena had been while Ricki and Garrett had been rolling around on the floor. The dog had probably been watching, wondering what in the world was going on.


  At the thought of what she and Garrett had just done, the ache in her chest doubled and she practically ran from the living room, into her bedroom, and then her bathroom. Tears continued to stream down her face as she stripped out of her wet and muddy clothing and tossed everything on the bathroom floor. Xena stood in the doorway looking sad and like she wasn’t sure what to do.


  Ricki turned on the shower and shivered uncontrollably as she waited for the water to warm, then stepped beneath the spray. She started rubbing her skin with a washcloth while she stood beneath the water, trying to wash away everything that had just happened.


  But she only cried harder, wondering what she’d done wrong. Maybe she just wasn’t loveable enough. Maybe she wasn’t desirable enough.


  The pain in her chest didn’t ease. If anything it magnified. She knew the truth. She’d fallen for a man who didn’t want her and her heart had just shattered into so many pieces that she didn’t know if she could ever pick them all up.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Garrett didn’t give a shit that he was breaking the speed limit. The damn cops could haul his ass to jail if they wanted to.


  He ground his teeth. What in the hell had he been thinking? He hadn’t been thinking. Not with the head that was attached to his shoulders, anyway.


  Rain pounded on his windshield, the wipers going back and forth in a frenzied pace as his truck barreled toward his ranch, well out of town now. All day he hadn’t been able to get enough of Ricki, no matter that he knew better. And then to almost take her right on the entryway floor?


  Damn but she deserved better than him. He’d known from the beginning that he shouldn’t get too close to her yet he hadn’t been able to stay away.


  What was wrong with him?


  Fuck.


  The tires bounced over the uneven dirt road leading to his ranch and the truck rattled. It slid in a couple of muddy patches, but he didn’t slow until he reached the cattle guard, and barely then.


  He brought the truck to a hard stop in front of his house and slammed the door shut after he climbed out and into the rain. He stormed into his house, slamming that door shut, too, not giving a damn for the moment that his athletic shoes were caked with mud.


  In the entryway he came to a stop, breathing hard. He clenched his fists and ground his teeth before toeing off his shoes and leaving them near the door.


  He strode into the kitchen, jerked the refrigerator open and grabbed a can of beer. He popped the tab and downed the entire contents before setting the empty down hard on a countertop. Not strong enough. He went to the pantry and grabbed a bottle of whiskey on the top shelf before grabbing a short glass out of a cabinet and pouring a double shot.


  The liquid burned as it rolled down his throat. The glass thumped on the countertop before he poured himself another double shot and tossed it back, too.


  His anger started to ebb but he couldn’t think straight. Instead of feeling a sense of clarity that he’d done the right thing in leaving Ricki, he felt like he should be there right now with her.


  What the hell was the matter with him? He knew that she deserved better than being with a man like him.


  But he couldn’t stop thinking about the hurt in her eyes as he’d left her.


  Ah, hell. He’d really fucked up and he’d hurt her, something he’d never wanted to do.


  He sat down hard on a wooden chair at his kitchen table. He braced his forearms on his thighs and looked at the floor. The heat of the whiskey had warmed him, but he still felt cold and lonely inside. He knew the only thing that could thaw him out and warm him was Ricki.


  With a groan he straightened and pushed his fingers through his hair. He must’ve left his cap at Ricki’s. After the way he’d left her, she’d probably burned it by now.


  Although the last thing Ricki could possibly be was vindictive. She was a sweet and special woman who had stolen his heart.


  He let his breath out in a rush. Damn. He’d fallen hard for her. He pushed himself out of his chair and started pacing the floor. Tomorrow he’d apologize to her and then stay out of her life.


  The whiskey bottle called to him and he grabbed it up from the countertop. He plopped on his recliner, wet and muddy clothes still sticking to his skin. He took a swig of whiskey then clutched the bottle’s neck as he rested it on his knee.


  He dragged his free hand down his face and leaned back in the recliner and stared up at the ceiling, trying to work everything through in his mind.


  As he calmed he thought about her sweet smile and pleasing personality. He thought about how good it could be between them. He’d always thought of her as his ideal woman, even though he’d known he’d never let any woman get close to him.


  After all, he’d had a sonofabitch for a father, and he had his father’s temper.


  Yet…as a kid he’d championed those who couldn’t defend themselves. Even when he’d gotten into scraps, he’d never hurt anyone like his father had hurt him, his brother, and his mother.


  In his younger days he’d gotten into a couple of bar fights. One time was because some dumb shit was pushing around his girlfriend, something Garrett couldn’t tolerate. A second time was because he’d tried to break up a fight and one of the men had taken a swing at him and had landed a good blow on his jaw. Garrett had shown the bastard a thing or two about getting into bar fights.


  Garrett continued to stare up at his ceiling as his mind went from one memory of his temper to another.


  He’d never hurt a woman, he knew that. He’d never fight for the sheer pleasure of it or with the intent to hurt someone.


  He lowered his gaze and studied the old wooden clock on the mantel. Ten. Ricki would be asleep now and then she’d be getting up in an hour or so to head into work to start baking by midnight.


  The clock seemed to tick loudly in the silence of the living room as he stared at it. Without taking another swig of whiskey, he set the bottle down on the end table beside his chair.


  He’d come to a decision. He just prayed it was the right one.


  


  Chapter 17


  


  Ricki hadn’t been able to sleep before going to work, and she was exhausted and drained as she came in the back door of the bakery. She hadn’t been able to get Garrett off her mind. She’d wanted him so badly. And he’d just left.


  Confusion made her head ache as she tossed her purse onto the couch in her office. She bit her lower lip, trying to hold back a storm of emotions.


  Half the time she was angry at him for leaving her like he had. The other half of the time, her heart hurt like it had never hurt before. She didn’t want to ever feel this way again. Even if it meant never loving another man, she couldn’t allow herself to go through anything like this.


  She went on autopilot as she left the bakery’s office and started to get to work. Baking was usually therapeutic for her and she hoped that would be the case today. She needed to stop thinking about Garrett.


  Like that was even going to be possible.


  First thing she’d make would be some of the artisan breads that were one of her specialties. After making different kinds of breads, she would move on to cakes, beginning with red velvet. She got out some of the bread starter that was unique to her bakery and gave her bread its signature flavor.


  She set the starter on the counter and was just about to put her apron on when the sound of the back door closing caused her heart to slam against her chest. She’d locked the door, she remembered doing it. Could it be Poncho or Lettie?


  Not Poncho, he wouldn’t be coming in today. And it was way too early for Lettie.


  Who was it?


  Blood thrumming in her ears, she dropped the apron onto the floor and grabbed a butcher knife from the block to the right of the counter where she made her breads. It hadn’t occurred to her to keep her phone close. It was in her purse in her office.


  Her breathing came a little quicker as she stared at the short hallway that led to the back door. “Who’s there?”


  She saw a tall shadow come toward her and she pressed her back against the counter.


  Garrett stepped into the light.


  Relief made her sag against the counter but then she tensed. Her temper flared. “What are you doing here? How did you get in?”


  “The door hadn’t latched properly.” He came toward her as he spoke. She didn’t move but her heart continued to thud against her chest and her body tingled.


  When he reached her, his eyes burned into hers. He looked away long enough to take the knife out of her hand and set it aside. He put his hands to either side of her on the countertop, blocking her in, his gaze never leaving hers. She put her palms on his chest, feeling the hardness, the power, the strength within him. She wanted to push him away for hurting her at the same time she wanted to draw him closer.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice a low rumble, right before his mouth claimed hers.


  He kissed her hard and she clenched his T-shirt in her fists. The kiss was amazing, making her head spin until she almost forgot herself completely.


  She fought to come to her senses and she shoved him away. He was too big, too powerful to do more than break the kiss.


  “You think you can walk out on me like that and then come in here and—and do this?” She shook her head. “No. You might as well leave now.”


  He studied her for a long moment. “You’re right. I should go.” Instead of moving away, he moved closer. “But I can’t.”


  “What are you talking about?” She did her best to glare at him. “You know where the door is. Just go.”


  “I’m sorry,” he said again. He closed his eyes for a moment and she waited, wondering why he was so hesitant. He opened his eyes. “I left because I didn’t think I was good enough for you.”


  She frowned. “How could you think that?”


  He took a deep breath. “I promise, I’ll tell you. But right now I want you. I need you, Ricki. Don’t send me away.”


  She gripped his T-shirt in her fists again, trying to make up her mind. And then she went with instinct and a need of her own. She tilted her head and moved her mouth to his and kissed him. He gave a low groan and took control.


  The kiss went on until her head was spinning and she didn’t think it would ever stop. When he raised his head she was breathing hard. His jaw was tight and she could tell he wanted to take her right then and there, flour and all.


  She pressed her palms against his chest. He didn’t move for a moment but then let her push him back.


  “Ricki,” he started, closing in on her again.


  She grabbed his hand and tugged on his arm. “Come with me.” He let her lead him to her office, but the moment they were inside the room, he took control.


  He pressed her up against a wall, next to the file cabinets. He kissed her, moving his hands over her body like he couldn’t get enough of touching her and as if he couldn’t get close enough to her. He grasped the bottom of her T-shirt in his fists and she raised her arms as he pulled the cloth up and over her head before throwing it aside. He unfastened her bra and removed it, sending it sailing somewhere in the room.


  Their movements were hurried, frenzied, as she pushed his T-shirt up and he pulled it over his head and dropped it to the floor. She kicked off her athletic shoes as he unbuttoned her jeans and pushed them down, leaving her in black panties and white socks.


  She rushed to unfasten his jeans as he toed off his own shoes and shoved them away. He grabbed something out of the back pocket just before she pushed his pants down with his underwear too. He stepped out of his clothing, kicked it aside and stripped off his socks.


  His cock was thick and long and she wanted to drop to her knees and take him into her mouth. She wanted to suck him, to have him shove his length all the way to the back of her throat.


  Instead, he caught her up in his arms and carried her to the couch. With one hand, he shoved her purse off and it thumped onto the floor, at the same time he laid her on the couch. In moments he had her panties and socks off and then he was on the couch with her, his hard, naked body on top of hers. He kissed her then drew back long enough to tear a foil packet open with his teeth and roll a condom down the length of his cock after flinging the empty packet aside.


  She spread her thighs wider, inviting him in as she reached between them, grasped his cock, and held it to her entrance. “Take me hard.” She swallowed as she saw the wildness on his expression. “I want you hard and fast.”


  With a feral gleam in his eye, he drove his cock inside her.


  A shout escaped her and her eyes widened as he began to fuck her. He was bigger than she’d realized and he stretched her wide. He was so deep inside her, deeper than she’d ever felt before, that it was driving her nearly crazy with lust. He slammed into her over and over again. Never taking his gaze from hers, he continued to thrust in and out. Sweat beaded on his brow and his expression was fierce.


  The orgasm building inside was rushing toward her faster and faster. Her mind spun and all she could do was feel him while her breasts bounced up and down with the movements as he took her.


  “Come, honey.” The words were a demand, an order. “Come hard all over me.”


  She shrieked as her orgasm hit her with the kind of power and force she’d never experienced before. Her head grew light and she began to think she was going to pass out from the way her head felt like it was going to float off her shoulders.


  Her body thrummed and vibrated and she was barely aware of him pulling out and lowering himself between her legs.


  He kissed the insides of her thighs and then moved his mouth to her folds.


  More shockwaves rolled through her and she cried out again as to her surprise she felt another climax brewing inside her. He slid his hands beneath her ass and pressed his face hard against her folds as he licked her clit.


  She screamed this time, the second orgasm somehow feeling more intense than the first. She hadn’t even caught her breath as he slid back inside of her and began fucking her again.


  Harder, harder yet. Another orgasm hit her just as he shouted with his own climax. He continued to thrust with loud groans before he shuddered and relaxed on top of her, still inside her. He didn’t put his full weight on her, but she loved the feeling of his body resting on hers.


  When their breathing slowed, he raised his head and kissed her, a long, lingering kiss. When he drew away, he said, “Next time I’m going to make love to you good and proper in your bed or mine.”


  “You just did a perfectly fine job of it,” she said and the corner of his mouth curved up.


  She gave a relaxed and contented sigh, smiling up at him before he kissed her again.


  


  Chapter 18


  


  Garrett adjusted himself and Ricki so that he was now on the bottom and she was lying on his chest, her head against his heart. She didn’t know if she’d ever felt so contented. For a long moment they lay together until their breathing had slowed.


  She moved so that her chin was resting on her hands that were splayed over his chest and she was looking into his beautiful eyes. She smiled at him. “I have to get to work. The bread and pastries aren’t going to bake themselves.”


  “I’ll help,” he said as he helped her to her feet. “It’s the least I can do after taking you away from your work.”


  She looked at him doubtfully as she picked up her panties and slipped into them. “Know anything about baking?”


  He gave a boyish grin. “Mom didn’t have any girls around, so she made sure my brothers and I did our share of the baking with her standing over us. I might not be able to make anything on my own, but I follow directions real good.”


  Ricki laughed and tugged on her jeans. “Let’s get busy, then.”


  She felt warm and fuzzy inside as she and Garrett finished dressing and freshened up in the private bathroom in her office.


  When they headed back into the kitchen, she glanced at the clock. It was almost one a.m., so she was a good hour behind schedule.


  He did follow directions well and knew something about baking, so soon she had him busy kneading the bread dough while she started on the cakes. He even put on an apron when she handed it to him.


  She liked working side-by-side with Garrett. It felt comfortable and like they’d been doing it for ages instead of just a few hours. She felt giddy and happy and had that satisfied feeling of a woman who’d just been made love to.


  Well, a woman who’d just had wild, passionate sex with an amazing man who’d promised to make love to her “good and proper” later on.


  Lettie called and apologized profusely that she’d be late because her alarm didn’t go off. It was highly unusual for Lettie to not show up on time and Ricki told her not to worry, that she had everything under control.


  Garrett slid trays of cookies into the case as Ricki had instructed him to while she went around the counter to the front door and flipped the “Closed” sign to “Open”. She was still moving back toward the cases when the bells jingled, telling her she had a customer.


  She turned and saw it was Deena. Ricki couldn’t help a grin when she saw her friend.


  Deena looked at her quizzically. “Something’s different about you.”


  Without thinking about it, Ricki glanced toward Garrett who was closing the case that he’d just put cookies into.


  Deena’s expression seemed to freeze. She looked from Ricki to Garrett and back and then a knowing light was in her eyes. “Looks like you two have been busy.”


  Ricki hesitated. “We’ve been baking through the wee hours of the morning.”


  Garrett leaned one arm on the case and met Deena’s gaze. “Good morning, Ms. Samson,” he said in his low country drawl.


  “Hi.” Deena looked like she was making an effort to be polite. She turned back to Ricki. “Thought I’d stop in for one of your cream puffs and to keep you company.” Her smile didn’t seem natural. “You look like you have plenty. Company, that is.”


  “You’re always welcome.” Ricki smiled, but this time it felt a little awkward. She started back around the counter. “One cream puff coming up. Coffee with that?”


  “Dark roast with two creams and three sugars,” Deena said.


  “You’ve got it.” Ricki glanced at Garrett. “Do you want anything, Garrett?”


  “I sampled enough of your goods this morning to hold me over.” He gave her a long sensual look. “But I intend to stop by for more this evening.”


  Ricki’s face heated as Garrett moved toward her. Unmindful of Deena, he took Ricki by her shoulders and gave her a long, slow kiss that stole her breath. When he drew away, she realized her heart was beating faster and she swallowed down the need that had sprung up within her again.


  He reached up and tugged on a strand of hair that had escaped her ponytail. “Need help with anything else before I go?”


  “You’ve already been of great assistance.” She gave him a meaningful look. “I’ll see you later.”


  “Count on it.” He gave her another kiss. “I’ll make sure the back door is latched properly,” he added before he headed to the back, taking the apron off as he walked away. He glanced over his shoulder and gave her one last look before disappearing through the doorway.


  Ricki glanced at Deena. The woman’s eyes seemed darker but she was smiling. “I take it you two ended up in bed last night.”


  Deena’s directness caught Ricki off guard, but she knew it shouldn’t have. Deena didn’t tend to beat around the bush.


  With a nod, Ricki set about getting Deena her cup of coffee. “Not exactly in bed, but yes, we had sex last night. Or early this morning, however you want to look at it.”


  Deena was waiting at the counter as Ricki set the coffee down. She headed to the case where she kept the cream puffs, bagged one, and returned to the counter. Deena handed her enough cash to pay for the items and Ricki gave her change.


  “I’ve been thinking.” Deena picked up the bag and the coffee. “I could use a day at a spa. Why don’t we drive to Sedona and go to one? They have incredible spas there.”


  “That sounds like fun.” Ricki tucked loose hair behind her ear. “When?”


  Deena sipped her hot coffee before answering. “I’m moving this weekend, so how about a week from Sunday, on your day off?”


  Ricki thought about Garrett. She wanted to be with him more than anything, every single day she was free, but she needed to make sure she didn’t forget her girlfriends, too. “Let’s make it a date,” Ricki said with a smile.


  “Good.” Deena gave an answering smile. “It will be so much fun.”


  “You said you’re moving this weekend?” Ricki asked. “That was fast.”


  “Yep.” Deena nodded. “This Sunday. Still up for helping out?”


  Ricki nodded. “Of course,” she said. “How early do you want to start?”


  With a shrug, Deena said, “How’s eight?”


  Ricki nodded. “That works.”


  Deena raised the bag and Styrofoam coffee cup. “I’ve got to go. Lots to do before Sunday.”


  “I’m sure I’ll see you before then,” Ricki said.


  “Oh, you will.” Bells jingled as Deena used her hip to push the glass door open. “No doubt about that.”


  Ricki gave Deena a little wave as she left the bakery. She had the strangest feeling that Deena didn’t approve of Ricki’s relationship with Garrett.


  With a shake of her head, Ricki took a cloth and wiped off the drop of coffee she’d spilled while filling Deena’s cup. Ricki knew she was imagining things. Deena had become a good friend who wanted her to be happy.


  It occurred to her then that Deena had made it clear she didn’t like men and didn’t trust them. Somehow Ricki needed to prove to Deena that there were good men left in the world and Garrett was right on top of the list.


  


  Chapter 19


  


  As she strode from the bakery toward her Lincoln Continental, Deena could barely contain the anger that caused her skin to feel like she’d been singed all over. That McBride bastard had fucked Ricki.


  Ricki belonged to Deena. She’d fix this somehow, some way. It wouldn’t be long before Ricki realized the truth—that McBride was no good for her and Deena would be everything she needed.


  When she reached her car, she set the coffee cup on top, then used the remote to unlock the vehicle. With a harsh movement, she yanked open the driver’s side door before leaning in and tossing the bag with the cream puff along with her purse on the passenger seat. She rose up and bumped her head on the doorframe as she went for her coffee cup and pain shot through her skull. Grinding her teeth, she snatched the cup off the top of the car and climbed into the vehicle.


  Garrett would abuse Ricki just the way Deena had been abused by her bastard of an ex. Bart had been a cruel man and Deena was certain Garrett would be just as bad to Ricki.


  At the thought of Garrett and Ricki together, rage poured through Deena and her whole body went rigid.


  The Styrofoam cup exploded in Deena’s hand as she clenched it too tightly. Hot coffee sprayed over her and the inside of her car, soaking the front of her blouse and burning her skin.


  She screamed in fury and flung the mangled remains of the cup across the car. Her whole body jerked as she slammed the heel of her palm repeatedly against the steering wheel until her hand hurt.


  That sonofabitch. That sonofabitch! Garrett didn’t care about Ricki. All he wanted was a good fuck. He couldn’t care about her like Deena did.


  Her breathing came deep and hard, almost animal-like as she tried to control her temper. She’d lost her temper and had nearly lost her mind with Celia and Maria both, and had gone crazy when they rejected her. She barely remembered what had happened.


  This time things would be different. This time the woman Deena loved would reciprocate. It would just take a little longer than she’d planned.


  Her next opportunity to gain even more familiarity with Ricki was coming this Sunday when she helped Deena move. Then would come their spa day in Sedona, when Deena would show Ricki how much she cared and how right they would be together.


  Covered in sticky, sugar-sweetened coffee, Deena started the car and gunned the engine. She peeled out of the parking space, her vehicle fishtailing as she pointed it in the direction of the storage facility where she kept the things she’d taken with her from Tucson.


  When Maria had been murdered six months ago, Deena had been interviewed, but was never considered a suspect in Maria’s death, much less suspected in Celia’s disappearance. Still, Deena had thought it best to get out of town and make a new start for herself. With her boat-sized car pulling a small trailer, she’d headed out one dark night, after telling no one but her best friend that she was going north and didn’t know where she’d end up.


  First thing, she’d holed up in Phoenix for a couple of months, just long enough to make some drastic changes to her appearance. She’d started losing weight after Maria’s death but it wasn’t noticeable until she went on a liquid diet while in Phoenix. Following her weight loss, she’d had some liposuction done along with collagen lip enhancement.


  When she was ready, she was on the road again.


  She’d never been to Prescott before and had taken the exit toward the town on a whim. When she drove through town, she’d spotted Ricki through the bakery window and knew she’d found the right woman. They were meant to be together. Deena had known it with everything she had and it was even more obvious now than ever.


  Deena had found an extended stay hotel and had sought out Ricki the next day and had then followed her to the dress shop. The fact that Ricki had needed to find a dress had been both a blessing and a curse. A blessing in that it had given Deena time to get involved in Ricki’s life and start a friendship. A curse in the fact that she’d helped Ricki find a dress to go out with the man who’d just fucked her.


  With her body shaking so hard she didn’t know how she managed to drive, Deena made it to the storage facility. She used her key code to gain access then drove to the storage unit where her things were. The unit was large enough that she’d been able to park the trailer inside it along with those possessions important enough for her to bring.


  She looked around as she climbed out of the car. Great, no one was around. She took her keys and used the one for the lock on the storage unit before rolling up the door.


  The unit smelled of dust despite the fact that it was supposed to be dust-free. She supposed it could have been from the dirt on the trailer’s tires, but ultimately it didn’t matter.


  She went to the rear of the unit and unfastened one corner of the blue tarp covering the trailer and then opened the trailer’s gate. She pushed the tarp aside to reveal a chest where she kept her most valuable treasures.


  Her skin thrummed with excitement as she used a key to unlock the padlock on the chest then hefted the heavy lid up so that it was open and she could get inside. She could barely breathe as she pushed aside the packing material and brought out the handmade container in the shape of a vase, but with a lid. She touched it reverently. She’d made the container herself at one of those pottery places.


  Celia. Deena hugged the handmade urn to her chest and a lone tear trickled down her cheek. Celia had been an adorable young woman with her flaming red hair and green eyes that had always held a hint of laughter. It was too bad, really, that things had gone so very wrong. But at least Deena would always have some of her ashes.


  She tucked the urn back in the chest amidst the packing material and drew out a music box that had belonged to her mother. She opened the small box’s lid and hummed to herself as a tiny ballerina twirled in time to the music. When it stopped, Deena opened the false bottom and brought out the blonde locks that had been Maria’s, the hair tied with a dark pink bow.


  Beneath the locks was one of Maria’s sculpted nails that had broken off when she’d scratched Deena as she’d thrown Maria across the room. Deena had been forced to take the nail so that no trace of her DNA would be found under it. Fortunately the scratch had been on her belly so no one had ever seen it.


  Another tear followed the first, this time the tear was for Maria. Such beautiful women. She’d loved them both so very much.


  With a sigh of longing, Deena tucked the music box in the packing material and brought out a little treasure chest that was a lot like the large one that it was hidden within. She opened it, even though it was empty.


  This one was just in case…if things didn’t go the way they were meant to with Ricki, Deena would take a piece of her and keep it. Forever.


  


  Chapter 20


  


  Thoughts of Ricki never left Garrett’s mind as he sat behind his office desk. She was incredible, everything he could want in a woman. Maybe he should feel bad about taking her the way he had, but he didn’t. It had been a night of raw need, the kind of need that had to be satisfied in a way that left no doubt she belonged to him.


  There had been a defining moment the night before when he was drinking whiskey and he’d finally decided that he was worthy to be with her. That he was nothing like his father and he would never hurt Ricki in any way.


  Everything had clicked, come together as a whole, and it was like a missing piece of him had been snapped back into place.


  He leaned back in his leather chair as he held a pen between the fingers of both hands. He intended to make love to the woman in the way that she deserved. She deserved slow passion where he could take her to new places, in a way that he could show her just how much she meant to him.


  Everything that had held him back from allowing himself to care for her had fallen away. It wasn’t entirely gone—he didn’t think that it was something that could be so easily thrown aside. But he was much closer to realizing that he wasn’t such a bad guy and he wasn’t his biological father’s son in that he’d never be like the man who had ultimately been nothing but a cruel sperm donor.


  Hal was his true father and he was a good man through and through. Hal had raised Garrett to be the best man he could be, and his mother had taught him to be caring and compassionate. It was in his nature to fight for those who couldn’t fight for themselves, but he’d channeled it in the best way he knew how.


  His cell phone rang and he picked it up off the desk. Craig Morris’s name was on the caller ID. The man had partnered with him for the last fifteen years on cases in southern Arizona and they’d just finished the Tunstall case together.


  “Hey,” Garrett answered. “What’s up?”


  “Chasin’ down a lead,” Craig said, getting down to business at once. “I’ve got a woman, Maria McAdams, who might have been killed off by a friend of hers. The police didn’t have any evidence pointing toward the friend, but the victim’s family hired me to investigate her.”


  Garrett picked a pen out of the cup and tapped the end on a sticky note pad. “The trail leads to Prescott?”


  “Dunno.” Craig sounded frustrated as hell. “Someone gave the victim’s family a tip that the woman in question might be north of Phoenix, but that’s all we’ve got. Name is Diane Donatello.”


  Garrett wrote the name down then held the pen above the sticky pad. “What does she look like?”


  Craig paused a moment, as if checking his notes. “Brunette, hair past her shoulders, fair skinned, blue eyes, five-eight, 195 pounds.”


  Garrett jotted down the information. “Got a photo?”


  “Sure do,” Craig said. “It’s a full body shot of Donatello and the victim, not real clear, even when zoomed in. It’s all the victim’s family had that included Donatello. I can’t contact Donatello’s family because I don’t want them to alert her if she’s still in contact with them. The cops don’t have a damned thing that I can use.”


  “Anything else?” Garrett asked.


  “When you get the pic, the victim is the younger woman, the blonde,” Craig said. “The victim’s family didn’t hire me until Donatello had already left town so I haven’t been able to put any surveillance on her.”


  Garrett set the pen down on the sticky pad. “Send the photo and I’ll keep an eye out.”


  “Will do.” Craig disconnected the call.


  A few moments later, Garrett’s phone beeped. He checked his messages and saw that Craig had sent a photo. When Garrett opened up the message he clicked on the image and studied it. Craig was right, it wasn’t a good shot. Garrett enhanced it, but the photo was grainy and unfocused.


  Despite the fact that it was a crappy photograph, something about the brunette struck him as familiar. He frowned. Maybe it was in the way she held herself because her overall features weren’t familiar. The blonde, on the other hand, had been a cute little thing with a pixie haircut, tank top, and cutoff jeans.


  Garrett picked up the sticky note that he’d used to jot down Donatello’s information and stuck it on the side of his flat screen computer monitor. He saved the pic to download later and examine a little more when he had the opportunity. He left his phone on the desktop as he went back to working on the Johnson case.


  He drew the photos of Mr. Johnson and his mistress out of the envelope. He studied them with clinical detachment and wondered if he should leave out the photos where the act was consummated. He always thought about that. But he also knew he had to let people make their own decisions. And some people needed proof, no matter how painful it was.


  Inevitably, they always looked at the photographs, no matter that he suggested having their attorney look at them instead. They wanted to see for themselves that it was true. He knew he would, too.


  Garrett ground his teeth. The way he’d obtained the photos hadn’t been legal, but when it came down to it, he figured Mrs. Johnson was the injured party and it was up to him to help her. He was the only private investigator in town, and probably the only one who could get her the answers she needed.


  Now it was Monday morning, he’d developed the photos and compiled the information, and had to break the news to Mrs. Johnson. Damn, but he hated these cases.


  He picked his phone up off the desk and dialed Mrs. Johnson’s number.


  


  Chapter 21


  


  Ricky turned the “Open” sign to “Closed” then headed into the back of the bakery. Garrett hadn’t returned. She’d spent the day feeling excited and nervous and thrilled and apprehensive and worried all at once. She couldn’t wait to see him yet at the same time she was afraid he wouldn’t come back and then she was worried about what would happen when he did return.


  It was hard to believe that it had only been this morning that they’d been together in her office having incredibly passionate sex, the kind you only read about in romance novels or saw in the movies.


  And afterward, Garrett had stayed and helped her bake everything that needed to be done before the place had opened. He’d been fun and easy to be around and she didn’t remember ever feeling so good being around a man as she had during his time here.


  But he had yet to return. Ricki felt old insecurities rising to the surface. What if he’d changed his mind? What if he regretted their night together? She still didn’t know why he’d walked out on her to begin with and why he’d come back later.


  At first she’d been angry with him, but that anger had faded. Yes, he’d left her but she didn’t know the reason behind it. What ultimately mattered was that he had come back.


  “Hi, honey.” Garrett’s voice came from behind her.


  Ricki whirled to face him. He’d clearly just come in the back door that she’d left open in anticipation of him returning.


  He looked so delicious in his Stetson, boots, and western shirt. She wanted to run up to him, fling her arms around his neck, and kiss him with everything she had. But she couldn’t move, somehow feeling nervous.


  The nervousness vanished as he reached her and took her into his arms. He kissed her long and deep and she gave a sigh of pleasure.


  When he drew away and looked down at her, she felt like dough in his arms. Soft and pliable.


  He gave her another hard kiss. “Your place or mine?”


  She had a hard time thinking for a moment. She didn’t even care if they ever left the bakery, except that she did really need to get home and shower.


  “I have to get up in seven hours.” Her voice was a little breathy as she spoke. “Lettie had to leave early and Poncho won’t be here tomorrow.”


  He studied her. “Would you rather get together another night?”


  She shook her head. “Let’s go to my place.”


  “I’ll make sure I don’t keep you up too late,” he said with a sexy little grin.


  If she hadn’t just had a sleepless night she wouldn’t have cared about sleep at all. But she had to function come one a.m. and it was already almost six in the evening.


  “I’ll pick up something for dinner and meet you at your home,” he said after she retrieved her purse from the office. “How about fried chicken and all the fixin’s from that place on Miller Valley Road?”


  “Sounds great.” She smiled as they walked out the back door and she locked it behind them. “I’m hungry.”


  “See you in a bit, honey.” His truck was next to her vehicle and he climbed in and started the big truck’s engine. She went to her Prius and soon was on her way home.


  She felt a swooping sensation in her belly as she thought about Garrett and their time this morning. It had been absolutely incredible, and she was more than ready for more.


  It seemed like it took forever to get home but finally she was driving up her street and she parked in her garage. As she got out of her car she felt an eerie sensation trail her spine, as if someone was watching her, and she looked out at the street. Everything was dark and still, no one in sight. She shivered then shook her head and pressed the button to lower the garage door.


  After she walked into the house, she hung her purse on the back of a chair. She went to the fridge to grab a bag of pre-made salad to go with the chicken along with bleu cheese and ranch dressings. She emptied the salad into a big bowl and put it and the dressing bottles on the table before she retrieved a couple of paper plates and plasticware and set the table. She had some fresh lemonade in the fridge and took it out along with a couple of plastic cups. Paper napkins were already in a holder on the table. No dishes to worry about tonight.


  She should have been dragging after working since midnight, but just knowing that Garrett would be there soon gave her a kind of excitement and energy that had her smiling and humming.


  When the doorbell rang she hurried to the door and opened it. Garrett was holding a big bucket of chicken and a couple of bags.


  “That smells wonderful.” She breathed in the scent of fried chicken and her stomach growled.


  She locked the door behind him as he carried everything to the kitchen and set it all on the table. He opened the bucket while she grabbed the bags and took out a box of biscuits, a container of mashed potatoes, another container with gravy, and then corn on the cob.


  He set his western hat on the same chair where she’d hung her purse and sat across from her.


  The chicken was crunchy, juicy, greasy, and delicious as she happily ate a couple of pieces while Garrett devoured a good half of the chicken.


  While they ate, they discussed each other’s day at work and continued on to talk about their families.


  “I miss my parents, my sisters, and my nieces.” Ricki shifted in her seat. “I want to go to Phoenix and visit them soon.”


  Garrett swallowed a bite of chicken. “I’d like to meet them sometime.”


  “I think they’d love to meet you.” Ricki smiled. “My nieces are a handful but you’re used to that, I imagine.”


  “Yep.” He wiped his fingers on a napkin “And it looks like there’s more to come.”


  Ricki nodded. “It’s exciting that Danica and Megan are pregnant. Creed and Ryan looked so proud.”


  Garrett gave a quick grin. “Scared, too.”


  With a laugh, Ricki said, “I don’t know them very well, but from what Megan has told me about Ryan and how he likes to work with 4-H kids, I think he’ll be fine.”


  “Creed has spent most of his life bull riding,” Garrett said. “That’s a challenge, but this is going to be a helluva new one for him.”


  “Do you want kids some day?” Ricki asked, then immediately wished she hadn’t. It was too personal, too soon.


  Garrett looked thoughtful. “I’ve always wondered what kind of dad I’d be. I didn’t have what you’d call a good father until my mom married my stepdad.”


  “From what I saw of Hal at the Easter celebration, he looks like a great guy,” Ricki said.


  “He’s a good man.” Garrett was quiet for a moment. “As far as having kids myself, if I can be half the dad my stepfather is then yeah, I’d love a couple.”


  “I genuinely think you’d be a great father,” Ricki said.


  Garrett seemed a little uncomfortable. “What about you?”


  “I’ve always wanted children.” Ricki gave a soft smile. “Three or four.”


  He studied her for a moment. “There’s not a doubt in my mind you’d be a damn good mother, Ricki.”


  “Thank you.” Heat rose to her cheeks and she went back to buttering a biscuit.


  When they finished eating, they put the leftovers in the fridge and tossed the paper plates and other garbage.


  She put her hand on her belly. “I ate way too much, but it was great.”


  He stepped close to her and put his hands on her hips. She moved her palms to his chest and gripped his shirt, wanting so badly to rip it off.


  “Now to get your butt to bed.” He kissed her forehead. “You’ve got to get up in just over five hours.”


  “Come with me.” Her voice was low, throaty, as she spoke.


  He shook his head. “You need sleep. If I go to bed with you, sleep is the last thing you’ll get.”


  She moved one of her hands to his and took it. His hand seemed so big as he closed it over hers, making her feel almost petite in comparison to him. She led him to her bedroom and flipped on the switch so that the bedside light glowed on the opposite side of the bed.


  He forced her to a stop. His eyes were dark and hungry but he said, “This is far enough.”


  She shook her head. “Sleep with me.”


  “I told you, Ricki,” he said, his expression tight, “I won’t be able to keep my hands off you.”


  “Good.” She reached up and put her lips against his.


  A low growl rose up in him and he brought her close. “Ricki, you don’t know what you’re doing.”


  She couldn’t help a little laugh. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”


  He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, she saw flames of desire in his gaze, a barely contained fire that wanted to burn out of control.


  “I promised I’d make love to you properly the next time we were together.” He cupped her face in his hands. “There’s not time to do all the things I want with you. If you didn’t have to work in the morning, I’d make love to you all night long.”


  She moved her palms up his chest and looped her arms around his neck then slid her fingers into his soft dark hair and pulled him down to meet her. “Just kiss me.”


  He groaned and kissed her as he grasped her ass and raised her off her feet. He broke the kiss and in a couple of strides he reached her bed and set her on her feet beside it. She kicked off her shoes as he unbuttoned his shirt and stripped out of it, leaving his magnificent torso bare.


  His muscles flexed as he removed his boots and socks and she pulled her T-shirt over her head and ditched it before taking off her bra and tossing it aside. He narrowed his gaze as if it was taking everything he had to control himself.


  “Let go.” She put her hands on his biceps. “Don’t hold anything back.”


  “You’re asking for trouble,” he said.


  She dug her fingers in his biceps. “I want trouble with you.”


  He jerked her to him and crushed his mouth against hers as he pressed his bare chest against her naked breasts and her nipples hardened. His kiss was so fierce he took her breath away.


  Her breathing grew harsh and her mind spun as he kissed her. She couldn’t believe how much she wanted him when she’d just had him not that long ago. Yet it seemed like it had been forever since she’d had him inside her.


  He moved his hands to the button on her jeans and unfastened them before shoving them over her hips along with her panties. They fell to her feet and she kicked them to the side as she reached for his belt buckle.


  She broke the kiss and pushed the jeans down along with his underwear. As she brought them down she slipped from his arms and knelt before him. As he stepped out of his clothing, she grasped his long, thick cock in one hand and brought her other hand to his heavy sac and squeezed. In the low lighting, semen glistened at the head of his cock.


  When her gaze met his she saw his fiery expression as she parted her lips and brought them close to the head of his cock. His eyes narrowed with intensity as he slid his hand into her hair, cupping the back of her head, and drew her down on him.


  She took his thick, long cock in as much as she could. He was so big that it was impossible to take every inch of him into her mouth like she wanted to.


  The fierceness in his expression held her captive as she moved her mouth up and down his cock and she couldn’t tear her gaze from his. Even though he seemed to be in control with his fist now clenched in her hair and moved her up and down his length, she knew she was truly the one in control. She had the power to please him and she wanted to please him more than anything.


  Enjoying his salty taste, she sucked him until his balls seemed impossibly tight and he pulled her head back to force her to stop. She licked her lips as she looked up at him.


  “Damn, honey.” His chest rose and fell with his deep breathing. “I don’t know where you learned to do that, but I can’t take anymore without coming in your mouth.”


  “I’d love that,” she said with what she knew was a sensual smile.


  He groaned and closed his eyes tightly for only a moment before looking at her again. “I want to be inside you too badly.”


  She ran her palms up his thighs and over his taut abs up to his chest as she stood. He felt so good, so hard. She wanted to sink her nails into his flesh, wanted to rake them down his back. She’d never felt that way before—as untamed as the way he was looking at her.


  He dragged her up against him again, thigh to thigh, breast to chest, and she felt the hardness of his cock against her belly as he kissed her again, an intense kiss that seemed to singe away the memories of all the kisses before it. She put her hands on his where he grasped her hips, and linked their fingers together before breaking the kiss and stepping back. She gave him a look of need as she tugged him toward the bed.


  She turned and slid onto the bed on her knees and was about to move to the center of the bed when he grasped her ass from behind and pulled her back toward him. Her heart beat faster as she found herself on her hands and knees on the bed, her thighs spread, and his cock pressed against her ass.


  “Damn, you’ve got a beautiful ass.” He rubbed it with his palms and then squeezed the soft flesh tight in his hands. “I’ve always loved to watch you bend over your cases while you clean them, or pick something up off the floor.”


  She swallowed and rocked back against him then forward and back again. “Take me like this.”


  He still gripped her tightly. “I should make love to you slow and easy.”


  “I don’t want slow and easy.” She shook her head. “I want it like this and I want it now.”


  He made a guttural sound and she heard the sound of a foil packet and was glad he was thinking clearly in that regard because she sure wasn’t. All she’d been thinking of was Garrett taking her over and over again. She wriggled her ass, rubbing against him, knowing he would love it.


  “What do you want?” he said in his deep voice. “Tell me.”


  “I want you.” She started rocking to and fro again. “Inside me.” And then she said the words that were sure to ignite the flames in him even more. “I want you to fuck me.”


  She felt the press of his cock against her core. He growled as he grasped her by her hips and drove into her.


  Her eyes widened and she gasped, already having forgotten what it felt like to have him inside her. He took her hard, slamming himself against her ass as he plunged his cock in and out of her. Her breasts swayed with every thrust and her mind spun with the sensations. He was reaching a place so deep within that she knew she wasn’t going to be able to hold back.


  The oncoming orgasm wound tighter and tighter inside her. She could barely breathe, could barely think as she neared climax.


  He put his hand on the back of her neck and pushed her face against the comforter in a dominant move. At the same time, while he continued to fuck her, he reached around her and stroked her clit.


  The comforter muffled her scream as she came hard. She was vaguely grateful that her neighbors wouldn’t have been able to hear the shriek she’d let out.


  But mostly she just felt rather than thought as wave after wave of her orgasm washed through her while Garrett continued to thrust in and out. He grabbed her hair and pulled her head back at the same he growled out his climax.


  Her core throbbed as his cock pulsed inside her as he continued to move in and out but slower now. And then he was leaning over her back, breathing hard as he braced his hands to either side of her. The harshness of his breathing was loud in the room, the rhythm of each breath matching her own.


  He slid out of her and as she rolled onto her back he removed the condom and tossed it in the bedside wastebasket. She moved so that they could both slide under the covers and then he shifted her so that her back was against his chest, his arm around her middle, and they were spooned together.


  “Goodnight, honey.” He kissed the back of her neck. “Sleep well.”


  In a relaxed state of pure bliss, she slipped easily into a deep sleep.


  


  Chapter 22


  


  Sunday morning, Ricki was grateful that Deena’s moving day was going to be a sunny and mild day with no chance of rain in the forecast. She tested her wrist. It was still sore from having sprained it yesterday at the bakery.


  Once again she’d woken up in Garrett’s arms and she couldn’t imagine being happier than she’d been all week. As much as they’d been together, it was hard to believe that the Easter event with the McBride family had only been a week ago.


  Ricki hadn’t wanted to wake up the morning after their second bout of wild sex. She’d wanted to stay cocooned in Garrett’s arms and sleep for hours. But he had woken her around one, after they’d had about five hours sleep. She’d panicked that she was up too late to get everything done, but he’d said he’d help her again and they’d get it done together.


  They’d taken a shower at the same time, having to force themselves to avoid the temptation and the distraction of shower sex and then he’d gone with her to the bakery.


  That had been Tuesday morning and now it was already Sunday. Their sex seemed to get wilder, like they’d never get enough of each other.


  After working at his PI office for the day, he’d head to his ranch to take care of chores, then go straight back to town to stay with Ricki. He’d show up at her house after the bakery closed and they’d spend the evening together, having dinner, cuddling, watching TV.


  They’d always end up in bed—although they’d had sex in just about every place imaginable in her home. Kitchen counter, living room floor, in the shower, up against a wall, and on the washer as a load had been on the spin cycle.


  It had turned out that they’d both given blood since the last time they’d each had sex with another partner, and she was on the pill, so they felt comfortable enough to ditch the condoms. That had made their raw sex all the more spontaneous and exciting.


  Ricki sighed and smoothed her hands over her T-shirt and Levis. What an incredible week together. It was like they couldn’t get each other out of their systems.


  She stood in the kitchen, pushed her braid over her shoulder, and smiled. She didn’t want to get him out of her system. Ever.


  “What’s that smile for?” Garrett walked into the kitchen and her smile broadened.


  “Oh, nothing.” Her athletic shoes squeaked on the tile as she went to him and brushed her lips over his. “What do you have planned for the day?”


  He took her arm with the wrist that was wrapped in an elastic bandage wrap. “I thought I’d help you and Deena get her things moved so that you and I can have more time together when it’s finished.” He brought her wrist to his mouth and brushed his lips over the soft skin not covered by the bandage. “And you don’t need to be carrying heavy things with a sprained wrist.”


  Ricki linked her arms around his neck. She didn’t think Deena was going to like the idea of Garrett being there. Throughout the week Deena had stopped by the bakery. The times Garrett would come in or was there before Deena, she would freeze up, the place practically turning frigid. Ricki wasn’t sure why Deena was reacting the way she had been except for the fact that she didn’t like men. Hated men would be more accurate.


  But if Deena wanted to continue to be friends with Ricki, she was going to have to get used to Garrett being around. Maybe today would be a good opportunity for Deena and Garrett to get to know each other more than just the few short moments when they’d been in the bakery at the same time.


  But she still wasn’t sure about today. “It is feeling better, so you don’t need to worry about me.”


  “I’m going,” Garrett said as he looked into her eyes. “I’m not about to let you carry anything heavy, and I want to take you somewhere afterward.” He glanced at her wrist. “As long as you feel up to it.”


  “I feel great.” She leaned up against him. “Thank you.” She hugged him and breathed deeply of his masculine scent, letting it fill her. She just hoped Deena wasn’t going to be too upset.


  Before they left, Ricki opened the doggy door for Xena and made sure she had food and water since she didn’t know how long they’d be gone today.


  After they were ready, they climbed into Garrett’s truck and drove the couple of streets over to Deena’s new place. They could have walked, but they didn’t know if they’d need his truck to help Deena move. Ricki brought a box of pastries left over from yesterday along with a thermos of coffee. She’d put Styrofoam cups, stir sticks, packets of sugar, and several half and half singles in a bag to take with them.


  When they reached the rental that Deena would be calling home, Ricki saw that Deena had already pulled her big car in front of the house with a trailer attached. A blue tarp was tied down over the trailer. Ricki glanced at the house and saw that the front door was open.


  After Garrett had parked his truck and had helped Ricki out, she walked up to the house with the pastry box that she’d insisted on carrying, while Garrett grabbed the thermos and the bag. When they reached the porch, she knocked on the open front door.


  “Deena?” Ricki called out as she looked into the unfurnished living room. The walls were plain white and the light wheat-colored carpeting appeared older but looked clean. “I’m here.”


  “Hi, Ricki.” Deena’s smile was bright as she rounded a corner from a hallway to the left. She wore a light blue tank top and navy blue shorts with athletic shoes. She looked beautiful and trim, her white-blonde hair spiky and her brown eyes had a friendly light to them. “What delicious things did you bring?” she said when her gaze lighted on the box Ricki was holding.


  “We brought coffee and goodies from the bakery.” Ricki stepped into the house.


  “We?” Deena’s gaze slid past Ricki to Garrett, who stepped into the doorway. Her full lips went thin and Ricki winced. “Oh.” Deena frowned.


  Ricki glanced over her shoulder to Garrett who gave Deena a nod. “Good morning, Ms. Samson.”


  Deena looked like she was forcing herself to remain calm but the iciness of her displeasure rolled off her. “You really don’t have to stay. I don’t have that much to move so we can handle it.”


  Ricki bit the inside of her lip. This was going even worse than she’d thought it would.


  “Not a problem at all,” Garrett was saying. “I’m glad to help and I wouldn’t want Ricki to injure her wrist any more than she already has.”


  Deena turned her attention on Ricki and the frostiness of her gaze seemed to thaw a little as she looked at Ricki’s bandaged wrist. “What happened?”


  Ricki shrugged. “One of my baking sheets filled with cake batter slipped and I hyperextended my wrist when I tried to catch it.” She glanced at Garrett. “Fortunately Garrett caught the pan.”


  Deena looked resigned to having Garrett there thanks to Ricki’s sprained wrist. “I don’t have much in the way of furniture so I’m going to have to buy some first chance I get.” Deena took the box of pastries from Ricki. “In the meantime we can put these on the kitchen counter.”


  “I brought a variety.” Ricki took the thermos from Garrett in her good hand. He tried to argue with her and take the coffee to the kitchen himself but she shook her head. Under her breath she said, “Let me talk with her a minute. Alone.”


  He studied Ricki and gave a nod before letting her take the light bag that held the Styrofoam cups, sweetener, and half and half, too. She followed Deena to the kitchen as Garrett remained in the living room. “I brought a Napoleon just for you,” Ricki said to Deena.


  “Thanks.” Deena gave her a smile and looked over Ricki’s shoulder when they were just inside the kitchen. Garrett had stayed by the front door to give them a few moments together. “You really didn’t have to bring him.” She looked at Ricki’s wrist. “I would have made sure you didn’t hurt yourself more.”


  Ricki gave Deena a smile. “He wants to help and he’ll be great for anything big.”


  Deena gave a vague nod. “Okay,” was all she said.


  When Garrett came into the kitchen, Deena seemed to stall, taking her time to eat the Napoleon and a cream puff while Ricki had an éclair and Garrett ate two scones—one was blueberry and the other was cranberry. They drank a good deal of the coffee and when they finished, Deena led the way to the trailer.


  Garrett unfastened the tarp and pulled it all the way off, revealing a hodge-podge of items. Deena lowered the tailgate. The first thing she took out was a big wooden chest with a padlock. Garrett tried to take it and carry it for her, but she yanked it out of his grasp.


  “I’ll get this.” She held the chest protectively then turned and carried it up the stairs and into the house, her pace hurried.


  Garrett handed Ricki a medium-sized suitcase that wasn’t very heavy. “I can handle more than this,” she said.


  He shook his head. “Just leave the heavier stuff up to me and Deena.”


  Ricki carried the suitcase into the house and Deena directed her down the hall to the left. “My bedroom is on the right,” she said.


  Garrett carried in the few pieces of furniture and a lot of the boxes. Like Deena had said, there wasn’t a lot to unload, even though the trailer held more than Ricki had expected.


  Ricki had just carried a basket into the house when she bumped her hip against a box that was stacked on top of a larger box. She tried to use both hands to catch the smaller box as it tumbled down, but pain shot through her injured wrist and her other hand wasn’t enough to hold it up.


  The box crashed to the floor, the top coming open and picture frames spilling out across the floor. Ricki’s heart fell as she heard the crack of glass.


  “Let me help you with that,” Garrett said as he came in from behind her and crouched beside her.


  Ricki nodded, tears stinging her eyes from the pain in her wrist. She held it against her chest as she knelt and used her free hand to help pick up the pictures.


  “Damn.” She picked up the picture frame with broken glass that held a photograph of a dark-haired woman who had curves like Ricki. Something was familiar about the blue-eyed woman, but Ricki couldn’t place her and she handed the frame to Garrett to set aside. “We’d better leave this one out for Deena.”


  


  Garrett paused as he took the picture with the broken glass from Ricki and glanced at it. He studied it before he set it down and frowned. Where had he seen this woman before? He placed the photograph on a box and looked over a couple of other photos that had fallen out. The same person was in one of the photos and she was standing with a beautiful red-haired woman.


  “What are you doing?” Deena’s voice was sharp as she dropped a box with a loud thump and hurried over to Garrett. She grabbed the framed photos he’d been holding from out of his hands. “These are personal.”


  “I’m so sorry.” Ricki sounded apologetic as she rushed to speak. “I bumped into the box and knocked it down. Garrett is helping me pick up everything.”


  Deena looked like she was fighting for control. “That’s okay, Ricki.” She spoke calmly and sweetly to Ricki, even though Garrett didn’t think there was anything sweet about Deena. “These are a friend’s photos and I promised to take care of them for her.” She moved in front of Garrett, edging him away from the pictures.


  “The glass on one of the frames broke.” Ricki gestured to the one that he’d set aside. “I’ll replace it for you.”


  “Don’t worry about it.” Deena gave Ricki a smile. “It’s a cheap frame. I’ll get something to replace it.”


  “I’ll pay,” Ricki said but Deena shook her head.


  Garrett stood from his crouched position and got to his feet. “Ricki, I should take you to urgent care to get that wrist x-rayed.”


  She shook her head. “It’s fine.”


  Wearing a frown, he met her gaze. “I think you should go.”


  “No.” She smiled at him. “It’s not a big deal. I didn’t break anything. All I did was sprain it.”


  He eyed her. “If it gets worse, then I’m taking you.” He turned to Deena. “I’ll get the last of your things,” he said before heading out the front door and to the trailer.


  Ricki clearly liked Deena and enjoyed their friendship. Garrett, on the other hand, felt uneasy about the woman. Something was off, like he’d suspected from the beginning, but he wasn’t sure what it was.


  He shook his head and got up into the trailer and went to the few boxes that were left before grabbing a couple and heading back into the house.


  “Let me get you some pain reliever,” Deena was saying to Ricki when Garrett walked in with a couple of the remaining boxes.


  “I’m okay.” Ricki was standing now but still holding her arm to her chest.


  “Stop trying to be so tough.” Deena stroked the forearm of Ricki’s good arm in a gesture that was almost intimate. “I’ll get some ibuprofen. I have some Advil in my overnight case in my bedroom.”


  Deena ignored Garrett as she walked down the hall and disappeared from sight. The picture with the broken glass was no longer where he’d set it. All of the pictures were gone, for that matter, including the box they’d been in.


  “How are you feeling?” He went to Ricki and settled his hands on her shoulders and squeezed.


  “Fine.” She offered him a smile but her expression was pained.


  He kissed her forehead, feeling her soft skin against his firm lips. He breathed in the scent that was all Ricki. “I’m going to get the last two boxes and I want you to rest. Understand?”


  He held her shoulders still until she nodded. “Okay.”


  Just as he was about to kiss Ricki, Deena returned, carrying a small cup of water and a couple of pain reliever tablets in one outstretched hand.


  Garrett stepped out of the way and Ricki took the tablets and put them in her mouth before grasping the small paper cup and swallowing down the pain reliever.


  He could have imagined it, but he thought he saw malice in Deena’s eyes when she glanced at him. The woman was a man hater, no doubt about it.


  It took one more trip to get the last of Deena’s things. She refused the offer of further help and said that she’d put everything away that was boxed herself.


  “Thank you for your help.” Deena hugged Ricki, clearly mindful of her sprained wrist. “I imagine you have something planned for later today.”


  Garrett spoke even though Deena’s words had been directed at Ricki. “If you don’t need anything else, we’ll get out of your hair.”


  What there was of it. Deena’s spiked hair seemed impossibly shorter at an inch long at most. Last time he’d seen her, he’d detected her dark roots, but her hair was bleached to the scalp once again.


  “Next Sunday is spa day.” Deena’s smile broadened as she looked at Ricki. “It’ll be a fun girls’ day out.” She emphasized girls. “Make sure you take care of that wrist.”


  “I’m looking forward to it.” Ricki’s smile matched Deena’s. “I’ve never been to a spa in Sedona.”


  “It’s going to be fantastic,” Deena said.


  After Ricki told Deena goodbye, and Ricki had started toward the door, Garrett gave Deena a nod. She just glared at him. Her glare vanished when Ricki glanced back.


  Deena waved and Garrett put his arm around Ricki’s shoulders and walked with her to his truck.


  “How does an afternoon at the rodeo sound?” he asked as he helped her up into his truck.


  “I’d love that,” she said. “I’ve never been to a rodeo.”


  “I’m happy to be your first,” he said with a grin.


  She returned his grin before he closed the passenger door and headed to the driver’s side.


  When he climbed in, she reached over the console and squeezed his hand. “Thank you for coming today. I know you and Deena don’t see eye-to-eye and it probably wasn’t the most comfortable for you.”


  He squeezed her hand in return. “As long as you’re happy, that’s all that matters.”


  “You’re a good man,” she said with a smile.


  He pushed aside old negative feelings that wanted to rush forth and he kept his expression composed. “I don’t know about that, but I am thankful for you.” He leaned over and kissed her. Her lips were so soft against his. He drew back and she was smiling at him.


  Prickles went up his spine. He glanced at the doorway to Deena’s home and saw her glaring at him before she slammed the door shut.


  


  Chapter 23


  


  The rodeo was loud and dusty and packed with cowboys in western hats and Wranglers covering nice asses with Skoal rings on a lot of back pockets. Plenty of cowgirls were at the rodeo, too, and the place smelled of cows, horses, and concession stand food.


  The April day remained bright and clear and the sun had been warm enough to give Ricki a slight sunburn and turn her shoulders pink. While they watched the rodeo, she especially enjoyed the women’s barrel racing competition, the men’s bronc riding, and the kids’ goat tying events.


  It was evening when they left, the arena’s lights illuminating the parking lot. Hair that had escaped her braid floated around her face in a soft breeze.


  They were nearly to Garrett’s truck, his arm around her shoulders, when a man stepped in front of them.


  The man squared off with Garrett, face screwed up in fury. “You sonofabitch.”


  Ricki blinked and realized it was Andy Johnson. He’d come into the bakery with his wife, Sally, a few times.


  Puzzled, Ricki looked at Garrett, whose eyes were narrowed at Andy.


  When she looked back at Andy, his face was purple with anger. “You ruined my marriage.”


  Ricki frowned. What?


  “You ruined your own marriage.” Garrett released Ricki and stepped away from her, gently pushing her behind him before getting in Andy’s face. Fury was apparent on Garrett’s features. “You’re a cheating bastard.”


  “You had no damned business spying on me.” Without warning, Andy swung his fist at Garrett’s face.


  Ricki cried out, eyes wide, stomach swooping in fear.


  Garrett blocked the swing with one forearm. “Cheating sonofabitch.” With his opposite hand he drove his fist into Andy’s face.


  The loud smack of flesh rang through the air as Andy’s head snapped to the side. He shouted as blood poured from his nose.


  “Garrett!” Ricki cried out, horror prickling her skin, but he didn’t seem to notice when she called out his name.


  Andy went after Garrett again, slamming his fist into Garrett’s solar plexus. Garrett grunted then grabbed Andy by his shirt.


  Garrett jerked Andy close, drew back his fist, and landed another punch, this time to Andy’s eye. Skin split and more blood ran down his face.


  Andy looked even more enraged. When Garrett released him, Andy stumbled back. He regained his balance, stepped in Garrett’s space, and swung at him.


  Garrett blocked the next shot then rammed his fist into Andy’s gut. He didn’t stop there. He punched Andy twice more and the man dropped to the asphalt. Garrett grabbed Andy by the shirt again, and jerked him to his feet. “Sally deserves better than you,” Garrett said as he drew back his fist.


  “Stop!” Tears rolled down Ricki’s cheeks as she saw the violence in Garrett’s eyes. She grabbed his arm and held on. “That’s enough!”


  Garrett didn’t move for a moment, and then a change went over his features as he seemed to come back to himself. He pushed Andy away and the man tripped and fell back against a truck, which kept him from dropping.


  Andy glared at Garrett and wiped blood from his nose with his sleeve. “You’d better stay out of my way, McBride.” Andy had hatred in his eyes. “Or you’ll be sorry.”


  Garrett stared the man down and said nothing, fury still on his features that now looked harsh in the parking lot’s artificial lighting. Andy turned and stumbled away.


  The violence Ricki had just witnessed churned her stomach. She stared at Garrett as he refused to look at her for a long moment. He seemed to be trying to regain his self-control.


  He turned to face her and his chest rose and fell and he looked like he was attempting to slow his breathing. The hardness and fury in his eyes started to fade.


  “I’m sorry you had to see that,” he finally said.


  Tears threatened at the backs of her eyes and she couldn’t think of anything to say. The violence had scared her and her body hurt from tension.


  She moved away from Garrett and walked from him toward his truck. She tugged on the door handle, but the door was locked. He came up to her and took her by the shoulders and turned her to face him.


  Refusing to look at him, she stared past his shoulder. “You didn’t need to do that. You could have walked away.”


  “You’re right.” He let out a harsh breath. “We’ll talk about it, but not here.”


  “Maybe I don’t want to talk about it.” She moved her gaze to his. “Maybe I’ve seen enough.”


  He moved his hands from her shoulders. He reached for the door handle as he unlocked the door with the remote. When the door was open, he helped her into the truck. Her whole body felt stiff as he touched her.


  Even as angry as she was, she found herself wanting to turn to him, throw her arms around his neck, and hold on to him. But that was the last thing she was going to do.


  After he helped her with the seatbelt so that she didn’t have to use her bad wrist, he shut the door behind her. He strode around the truck and climbed in. After his seatbelt was on, he put his hand to his solar plexus and winced.


  He didn’t look at her as he started the truck, but when the big engine roared to life, he gripped the steering wheel and stared out into the night. A moment later he seemed to come to a decision and put the vehicle into reverse and backed up before leaving the parking lot.


  They were quiet as he drove and then she furrowed her brow as he started to drive out of town instead of heading toward her neighborhood.


  She frowned. “Where are you taking me?”


  “My place,” he said quietly.


  She shook her head. “I want to go home.”


  “There was a time when I would have done just that and walked away.” He glanced at her. “But not with you, Ricki.”


  She wasn’t sure how she felt anymore as she crossed her arms over her chest and stared out the window as the dark scenery flew by.


  It wasn’t too long before he pulled down a dirt road and drove toward a ranch-style house with a porch light on but the windows dark. Even though it was nighttime, she could see the house was made out of an adobe-colored brick. A couple of buildings were crouched to the right of the house, the headlights bouncing off of them as the truck rattled over a cattle guard.


  He parked in front of the house and killed the engine. He said nothing as he climbed out of the truck and closed the door. She was still unfastening her seatbelt with her good hand when he opened the passenger door. She did need his help but she remained stubbornly quiet as he helped her out.


  They walked side-by-side to the house and Garrett unlocked the door before turning on a light in the house and letting them in.


  The house was neat and clean with casual cowhide furniture and a polished knotted wood coffee table with matching end tables, and there were a couple of framed Norman Rockwell prints on the walls, along with other artwork. The room smelled of air freshener and lemon oil.


  “The cleaners came today,” he said in explanation. “I have them take care of the place once a month.”


  She nodded as he closed the door behind her and she said, “I like it.” She turned to face him. “I don’t know what we’re doing here, though.”


  “You’ve got to be hungry by now,” he said. “Those hotdogs we ate at the rodeo were a long time ago.”


  “As long as we talk afterward,” she said as she studied him.


  “Yes.” He held her gaze. “We’ll talk.”


  He turned and headed through an archway. She followed him into a kitchen with high ceilings, oak cabinets, and granite countertops. The appliances were black, the floor was done in large adobe-colored tiles, and there was a heavy oak table with six chairs in an alcove to the left.


  “I like your house.” She paused to look around the kitchen that needed a woman’s hand. It was inviting, but lacked touches of warmth. With her love of decorating and making home improvements, she thought of things that would make the kitchen come alive.


  He ducked down and looked into the fridge. “What are you hungry for?” He turned and glanced over his shoulder. “If you’d like hamburgers or steaks, I can grill some.”


  “Okay.” She moved closer to him. “What can I do to help?”


  It wasn’t long before he fired up the grill for the steaks and hamburgers and in the kitchen they were cooking mashed potatoes and green beans. The house smelled of barbeque and the warm cornbread she’d whipped up from her favorite recipe.


  She was afraid dinner was going to be a silent affair, but they talked about the rodeo—everything but what had happened afterward. When they were finished eating, leftovers put away, and dishes finished, Garrett took her by her good hand and led her through the open arcadia doors to a pair of large chaise lounges near the barbeque grill.


  Outside, a swath of stars covered the sky and it still smelled of mesquite wood and barbeque. Cool night air brushed her skin and she shivered.


  “Come here.” He drew her close to him and then he eased into one of the large lounge chairs with her on his lap. “I’ll keep you warm.”


  She wanted to pull away and tell him that she didn’t want to be that close until they talked. But she gradually relaxed in his arms. It felt good being held by him, her head resting on his chest.


  “I wanted your first visit to my home to be a good memory,” he said, regret in his voice. “I’m sorry.”


  “What happened out there?” Her throat was dry as she spoke.


  He rubbed his temples with his thumb and forefinger. “Sally Johnson is my client. She hired me to find out if her husband, Andy, was cheating on her.”


  “And apparently you did,” Ricki said quietly.


  “Yeah.” He sighed. “I hate those cases but I hate even more when I find out that the person who hired me was right in his or her suspicions.”


  “You shouldn’t have fought him, Garrett.” Ricki clenched her hands in her lap. “You should have walked away.”


  “You’re right.” He frowned. “I know Sally from way back. We went to school together.”


  “So you were looking for an excuse,” she said.


  “No.” He bit out the word. “I would never have touched him if he hadn’t come after me first.” He stroked Ricki’s arm with his thumb as he looked up at the stars. “But you’re right, I should have walked away. All it would have taken was one movement and I could have stopped him without hurting him.”


  “Why didn’t you?” Her voice sounded flat. “Why did you lose control like that?”


  “I don’t know.” He shook his head then stopped. “Yes, I do know. It’s because I can’t stand to see anyone go through that kind of pain, especially a woman.”


  Ricki frowned. “You wanted to hurt him.”


  “Yes, I did.” He sighed again. “All I can do is hope you’ll forgive me and I promise to do my best to never lose control like that again.”


  Ricki was silent for a moment. “Where does your anger come from? It’s there, isn’t it…inside of you, something that never quite goes away.”


  His features tightened. “You’re pretty damned observant.”


  She put her hand over his, where it rested on her thigh. “I want to know.”


  “All right.” He linked his fingers with hers. “This won’t be easy. It’s something I don’t talk about and have never told anyone before. You might even hate me when I finish telling you.”


  His last statement made her feel off-balance. What could he tell her that would make her hate him?


  “It goes back to when I was a kid.” He gripped her hand tightly, probably more than he’d intended. “My childhood wasn’t what you’d call fun or pleasant.”


  Ricki waited for him to explain, not wanting to interrupt him.


  “My birth father, Butch, was a real bastard.” Garrett’s voice sounded like his throat was constricted. “Butch beat my mother and brother, and he beat me. He didn’t have to be drunk to do it. He did it for the fun of it.”


  Ricki sucked in her breath.


  “Mom didn’t know about the old man knocking me and Reese around,” Garrett said. “He hid it real well and told us if we breathed one word he would beat Mom to death, so we were afraid to say anything. Seeing my younger brother being whipped and punched was more than I could stand.” Garrett clenched his hand into a fist. “But I was so small and I felt so damned helpless.”


  Garrett made a disgusted sound before he continued. “If beating all of us wasn’t enough, he was having an affair with the woman next door.”


  “So that’s why cheating makes you so angry,” Ricki said.


  “I finally figured out a way to get the old man,” Garrett said. “I ‘borrowed’ Butch’s camera, followed him, and took pictures of him and his mistress. I also managed to sneak photos of my father beating Reese while Mom was at work. I wanted to prove where Reese really got all of his bruises. It wasn’t on the playground.”


  Garrett dragged his hand down his face. “Once the photos were developed and I showed them to Mom, they were the final straw in a whole haystack of things Butch did to our family. She confronted the bastard and threw the pictures at him. He beat the hell out of her, screaming, demanding to know where she’d gotten the pictures. She refused to tell him no matter how badly he beat her.”


  Ricki’s stomach sickened as Garrett spoke. She thought about Angel, the sweet woman she’d met at the Easter gathering and what she’d been through.


  Garrett’s voice grew angrier and angrier. “I’d always been something of a sleuth as a kid and that must’ve dawned on Butch because he turned on me. I tried to fight back but I was too young and too small compared to that big bastard. He broke my arm and knocked me around pretty good.”


  “My God.” Ricki’s heart ached for him, his mother, and his brother. “How did you get away from him?”


  “Mom grabbed the cast iron frying pan from the top of the stove and slammed it into the back of Butch’s head while he was beating me, knocking the bastard out cold.” Garrett pushed his fingers through his hair. “While he was out, we bound him with duct tape and left him there for the police. I wanted to hit him again with the frying pan. He’d hurt us all so badly over the years that I didn’t care if it killed him, but Mom said we weren’t going to be like him. We packed up and left. First for the police station and then to a shelter.”


  “I’m so sorry.” Ricki felt tears pricking at her eyes for the second time tonight. But this time her oncoming tears were for the small boy Garrett had been as well as for Reese and Angel. “Your mother is a strong woman to have done what she did.”


  “I’m proud of her.” Garrett had a faraway look in his eyes. “She didn’t leave sooner because she had no money and she had us two boys to take care of. But once she found out that Butch was beating us, too, she wasn’t about to let that continue to happen.”


  He continued, “Butch is in prison in Florence for sexual abuse of a minor.” Garrett seemed not to realize he was squeezing Ricki’s fingers as tightly as he was. His voice was low, coarse, as he said, “Ricki, I’m afraid of what I might do to him if he ever gets out.” His chest heaved against her as he took a big breath. “Maybe I’m my father’s son after all.”


  “No.” Ricki took her hand from his and shifted herself in his arms so that her palm was on his chest and she was meeting his gaze. “You’re a good man. You’re nothing like that bastard.”


  “I lost control tonight.” Garrett’s throat worked as he swallowed. “I’m not good enough for someone like you, honey.”


  She shook her head. “Don’t say that.”


  “That’s why I left the night of the softball game.” His voice was hoarse. “I knew I wasn’t the right person for you. But then I got to thinking that I’m nothing like Butch and I never will be.” Garrett looked away. “Losing my self-control like I did tonight proved that I was wrong.”


  Ricki reached up with her other hand and cupped the side of his face, his coarse stubble rough against her palm. She forced him to look at her. “You’re a good man and I’ve known that since the first time we met.”


  “Damn, Ricki.” He turned his face and kissed her palm then put his hand over hers. “I don’t deserve you.”


  “Don’t say that.” She frowned. “You certainly are deserving of all the good things there are in life. And you and I…what we have…we’re good together.”


  She didn’t know where the words came from and for a moment she wondered if she should have said something so bold as “…we’re good together.”


  He looked serious as he caressed strands of her hair. “I’m making a promise to you. I’ll never lose control like that again. Ever.”


  She gave him a soft smile. “I know.”


  Something fiery burned in his gaze. He slipped his hand into her hair and pulled her down for a long, slow kiss.


  When he broke the kiss, he stroked hair away from her face. “You’re a special woman, you know that?”


  She sounded breathy from the kiss. “You need to know you’re a special man.” She put her finger against his lips when he looked like he was going to protest. “Shhh.” She smiled. “I’m glad you came into my life, Garrett McBride.”


  He grasped her in his arms and surged to his feet, catching her by surprise and she looped her arms around his neck. He held her to him like a precious treasure and strode for the arcadia doors that led into the house. He walked through the opening with her still in his arms, then with one hand closed the glass door behind them.


  “What in the world are you doing?” she said as he carried her out of the kitchen and into the living room.


  “I promised to make love to you good and proper.” He gripped her tightly. “I keep my promises.”


  


  Chapter 24


  


  As Garrett carried her down a long dark hallway, Ricki’s body flushed with heated desire as his smoky gaze met hers. He held her to him as he walked into a bedroom and flipped on a light switch. The room filled with warm light as two small lamps came to life on either side of the bed.


  He strode to the king-sized bed in the middle of room, the oak headboard against the wall on the right. A red, brown, and green plaid comforter covered the mattress and it was turned down to reveal hunter green sheets and pillowcases.


  Her heart beat faster as he set her on her feet beside the bed and he took her by the shoulders. “Is your wrist okay?” His voice was low and concerned. “I’ll be careful.”


  “It’s better.” As she smiled, her lips quivered a little from feeling nervous and thrilled all at once. “I’m feeling wonderful.”


  He lowered his head and moved his mouth over hers as he cupped her face. The kiss was slow, gentle, yet the passion and chemistry between them was so great she wanted to melt into his arms.


  She slid her palms over his torso, careful with her wrist but loving the feel of his solid chest beneath her hands. So much control and restraint was in his kiss as he tasted her and gently nipped at her lower lip.


  Every inch of him radiated tension, a barely-reined in power that was in every muscle. His body heat seared her and she pressed herself closer to him as he kissed her.


  When he broke the kiss he looked down at her, his thumb caressing her cheek. “You’re such an amazing woman. How could I deserve someone like you?”


  “You are an incredible man, Garrett.” She reached up and brushed her lips over his before she moved back. “It’s time you realized that.”


  He kissed her gently as he slid one hand to her braid and tugged the band from the end. He let the band drop to the floor then pulled out her braid and fluffed her hair around her face and shoulders before slipping his fingers in and rubbing her scalp with his fingertips.


  She closed her eyes, loving the feel of his massage, and sighed as he eased his firm lips down the curve of her neck to the hollow of her throat. He stopped and raised his head long enough to grasp the bottom of her T-shirt and tug it up and over her head, letting it drop beside her feet.


  He moved his gaze to her breasts and he cupped them, feeling the weight of them in his palms as he rubbed his thumbs over her lace-covered nipples. She bit her lower lip as erotic sensations traveled through her as he pinched her nipples. He placed his forehead against hers as he gently kneaded her breasts.


  “I want to consume every bit of you.” He inhaled deeply as if drinking in her scent. “I want all of you. I need all of you.”


  “I need you, too,” she whispered as she felt so much emotion and caring through the contact of their bodies and his forehead pressed to hers.


  He drew back and studied her. She didn’t know what he was saying with his gaze, but his eyes were so intense that she felt captivated by them. He didn’t look away as he reached around her and unfastened her bra before slipping it off her and letting it drop to the side.


  She caught her breath as he lowered his head and ran his tongue over one of her nipples then sucked it before moving his mouth to her other breast. He moved his hands down her sides to her hips, the roughness of his callused palms erotic against her soft skin.


  The pain in her wrist was all but forgotten as she braced her hands on his shoulders, afraid she might fall if she didn’t hold onto something.


  She moved her hands down to his belt buckle and grasped his T-shirt, pulling it out of his Wranglers. He raised his head, still watching her, and helped her take the shirt off of him. She sighed as she ran her fingers through the light dusting of hair on his chest and felt the solidness of his muscles beneath her fingertips.


  He caught her by the waist and lifted her up then set her down on the edge of the bed and knelt before her. One at a time he removed her shoes then her socks. He caressed and massaged her feet and watched her as he kissed her toes one by one.


  Her stomach flip-flopped as he touched her, caressed her, like no one ever had before. He moved his hands up her jean-clad legs, over her knees, to her thighs and hips until he reached the button of her jeans. He unfastened and unzipped them. She braced her hands on the bed as she raised her hips to help him slide her jeans from her body. He moved slowly, touching her, caressing her, as he moved them down.


  When he’d set her jeans aside, he slipped his fingers into the waistband of her black lace panties and eased them from her body. He kissed the soft hair of her mound, causing her to gasp then kissed the inside of each knee as he pulled off her panties until they were all the way off, leaving her naked and waiting.


  The pounding of her heart grew faster as he moved so that his big shoulders spread her legs wide and he put his palms on the insides of her thighs. He moved his face close to her center and he breathed deeply of her scent before using his fingers to widen her folds. He lightly stroked his tongue over her clit and she almost fell back. She braced her hands behind her and watched him as he licked her.


  A moan rose up in her as he slid two fingers inside her and moved them in and out while he sucked and licked her harder. With his other hand he reached up and played with one of her nipples, fondling and squeezing it.


  Wild sensations twisted and writhed within her as she gripped the comforter in her fists and bit her lower lip as she watched his dark head between her thighs. Seeing him between her legs, feeling his tongue as he tasted her, and hearing the rumble of approval coming from him enhanced everything within her.


  An orgasm rushed toward her and her eyes widened as she felt the strength of it coming closer and closer. Her climax hit her hard and fast, the intensity almost more than she could handle. She cried out as her hips bucked against his face. He made another satisfied sound and continued to lick her until tears wet the outside corners of her eyes and she begged him to stop.


  He adjusted his position so his hands were at her waist and he moved her up on the bed so she was lying in the center on the soft comforter. She watched as he stripped out of his shoes and socks, then removed his jeans and underwear, before easing onto the bed beside her.


  She expected him to move between her thighs and take her, but instead he touched her hair as he looked into her eyes.


  “Everything is different with you.” His voice was low and husky. “You’re everything I’ve ever wanted or needed. Everything that I thought I would never have.”


  She swallowed and placed her hand on his chest. “Garrett,” she whispered.


  He eased between her thighs and pressed them apart with his hips and pressed his cock to the entrance to her core. He linked their fingers and moved her hands over her head so that they were linked in more ways than one.


  Carefully he entered her as they gripped hands. Her lips parted, her eyes widening at the feel of him inside her. Slowly he moved his hips, sliding in and out, making love to her in a way that made tears slide from her eyes at the beauty of it.


  He kissed her and gently bit her lower lip and ran his tongue along the soft flesh. He moved his mouth along her jawline to her ear.


  “I want you in so many ways,” he whispered as he touched her tenderly. “I can’t get enough of you.”


  “I’m yours,” she whispered back. “I’m all yours.”


  He continued moving in and out of her and she couldn’t have looked away or closed her eyes if she’d wanted to.


  She hooked her thighs around his hips and crossed her ankles behind his back, drawing him even more to her, wanting him as close as he could possibly be.


  The emotions rolling through her were so intense that she couldn’t control them. More tears leaked from her eyes.


  “Why are you crying?” His voice was soft.


  Another tear rolled down the side of her face. “I don’t know.”


  “Aw, honey.” He moved his mouth to kiss the tears away as he continued to move in and out of her.


  Emotions were building inside her, so many that she thought she might lose herself to them. In that moment she realized she loved him more than she could ever have imagined. When it had happened, she wasn’t sure. All she knew was that she’d fallen for him hard.


  “I love you, Garrett.” The words came out without her meaning to say them.


  The moment the four words left her, he kissed her with so much caring her heart twisted. Maybe to keep her from saying anything more, or just because he wanted to, she wasn’t sure.


  He reached between them and stroked her clit. She didn’t even know she was so close to orgasm until he touched her.


  Everything exploded inside her. For a moment she couldn’t even think as he continued to rock inside her. His cock filled her, long and thick, and her core contracted around it. The feel of him deep inside her and the way he was making love to her set her heart, soul, and body on fire.


  Spasms continued inside her as she kept her eyes on him. Sweat beaded his forehead, his hair damp as he watched her climax. “You’re beautiful when you come,” he said. “You’re always beautiful.”


  His jaw tightened and his whole body rocked as he groaned and climaxed. She felt his cock pulsing inside her, causing her core to contract around him even more.


  He shuddered as he reached completion. For a long moment, he pressed his groin tightly to hers as if not wanting to be parted from her. He seemed to be catching his breath.


  When his breathing quieted, he rolled them so that he was on his side and she was tucked in his embrace.


  She snuggled against him and he said something softly before kissing her forehead. “What?” she whispered as he drew away and met her gaze.


  He gave her a tender look that caused warmth to spread throughout her. “I love you, Ricki.” He stroked her hair from her cheek as her lips parted in wonder, surprise, and an overwhelming feeling of being right where she belonged.


  She swallowed. “I already told you, but I want to say it again. I love you so much.”


  He kissed her and tucked her head under his chin. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but I thank God you’re here.”


  


  Chapter 25


  


  The TV news droned on in the background while Deena stood in her new living room. The news was white noise as she tried to get her emotions under control.


  She clenched and unclenched her hands as she thought of Ricki and Garrett. For the past two weeks, since Ricki had started fucking Garrett, she had been friendly, but it was Garrett who’d obviously been on her mind, Garrett who she couldn’t stop talking about.


  Deena ground her teeth, her head aching from the pressure. She closed her eyes and forced herself to relax, using what she could remember of the stress-relief exercise class she’d taken with Celia. Dear Celia had noticed when Deena had needed something to help her relax, and she had cared enough to look into it and take Deena to a class. After that, on Deena’s bad days, Celia would tell her to take a deep breath and picture something that made her happy.


  Celia had made her happy. Deena had been so sure that Celia loved her in return. But when Deena had finally taken that step that should have sealed their love, Celia rejected her. She’d said that Deena should move out, that they needed to put distance between them.


  That was when Deena lost it the first time. That was the night Celia had died.


  The pain in Deena’s head increased. She took a deep, cleansing breath through her nose and let it out through her mouth. In and out…in and out… She thought of Maria and how good Deena had thought they’d been together. But like Celia, Maria had refused Deena. Maria tried to break away from Deena gently at first, but Deena had been unable to let her go. If she couldn’t have Maria, no one could.


  She closed her eyes for a long moment as pain nearly crippled her. Why hadn’t they loved her?


  When she opened her eyes, she took a deep breath and let it out. Things would be different with Ricki.


  Today was Deena’s chance. Today they would go to Sedona for their time at the spa and Deena would show Ricki that she was meant to be with Deena, not that bastard, Garrett.


  This time Deena visualized Ricki’s smile when Deena told her of her love. She pictured Ricki returning her affection and what it would be like to kiss her. They would be good together.


  With that thought in mind, she breathed deeply and let all of her anger and stress out with each breath. When she was finally feeling more relaxed, she walked to her bedroom and pulled out a large trunk with a heavy lock on it, like the lock she had on her treasure chest. She pulled her keys out of her pocket and soon had the lock off of the trunk.


  After she raised the lid, she studied the contents. Garters, corsets, stockings, sexy bras, panties, and other lingerie in various sizes were on one side of the trunk. On the other side were strap-on dildos and double-dildos as well as a large selection of vibrators. She had nipple toys, including vibrating nipple clamps, and she also had several butt plugs.


  She’d had plenty of one-night stands with women, and had enjoyed the sex, but she hadn’t found what she really wanted, really needed, until she met Celia. Then it had turned into an obsession. Deena had to find the perfect woman for her, a woman who would love her and care for her in return. It would be beautiful.


  Things would be okay then, and she wouldn’t have to worry about being on an emotional rollercoaster. No more obsessing or feeling angry. She would be happy when she had someone to love her.


  With a sigh of anticipation, Deena looked over everything and she smiled. She couldn’t wait to strap on that dildo, which had to be far bigger than Garrett could possibly be, and take it to Ricki.


  Deena closed her eyes for a moment and imagined the scene. Ricki was going to love every minute of it.


  The doorbell rang and Deena hurried to shove the trunk back into the closet and lock it. She glanced up at the top shelf and where she’d tucked her precious treasure chest in a corner. She hoped she wasn’t going to be adding to her collection, she really did. Ricki would love her and there would be nothing to be concerned about. If that ever changed, well, she’d worry about it then.


  Deena took a look in the mirror and smiled. She liked what she saw and she was sure Ricki, would, too.


  She smoothed the white blouse and navy shorts while she walked, her sandals silent as she crossed the living room floor. Before she opened the door, she peered out the window to take a look at Ricki. She looked both sexy and adorable in a short jean skirt, dark pink blouse, and gold leather sandals. Deena imagined peeling off every layer of clothing on Ricki’s body and what it would feel like when they slid their bodies together.


  Deena unlocked the door and opened it wide.


  


  Chapter 26


  


  “Hi.” Ricki smiled as she saw her friend in the now open doorway. “You look beautiful, Deena,” she said and Deena’s answering smile was brilliant.


  “And don’t you look adorable.” Deena reached out and touched Ricki’s French braid. “You really should let your hair down, though.”


  Ricki felt a moment’s discomfort at the familiar way that Deena touched her. Deena had liked to touch Ricki from the beginning, in a friendship kind of way. It had never before felt so intimate as it did in that moment. The way Deena was looking at her and touching her gave Ricki an uncomfortable feeling, a tightness in her body.


  “I pulled it back to keep it out of the way while I’m in the hot tub and while getting a massage.” Ricki tried to make it seem natural as she turned away from Deena and looked out at the sky. “Isn’t it a beautiful day?”


  “It’s lovely,” Deena said. “Come on in. I just need to find my purse and we can go.”


  Ricki stood in the living room as Deena disappeared down the hallway. The Arizona morning news show was on and Ricki watched the newscasters as they finished up an inane fluff topic on exotic doggie hairdos.


  The camera focused on a more serious looking newscaster. “We have breaking news.” A news clip started of a covered body on a stretcher being carried down a mountainside by law enforcement agents.


  “The burned remains of a female were discovered by hikers two days ago in the Santa Catalina Mountains northeast of Tucson. The remains have been identified as belonging to Celia Parks who has been missing since last fall.”


  Ricki shuddered as the newscaster continued. “Tucson Police are searching for the whereabouts of this woman, Diane Donatello, in connection with the disappearance and murder of Parks.”


  A photograph of a woman appeared on the screen. She was brunette, blue-eyed, and pretty. And she looked vaguely familiar. Maybe she’d come into the bakery sometime in the past.


  “If you have seen or know the whereabouts of the woman in this photograph, please contact the Tucson Police—”


  The TV clicked off. Ricki looked to see Deena holding the remote control. “Time to go.” She had an odd look in her eyes as she set the remote on the coffee table then hitched her purse up on her shoulder as she straightened. “This is going to be so much fun,” she said, but Ricki detected something almost frantic in Deena’s gaze.


  Ricki headed back to her car and climbed in while she waited for Deena to lock up her house. As usual, Ricki’s mind turned to Garrett while she was waiting. It had been another great week with him. It was hard getting to see him enough with her working so much at the bakery, but she’d decided to hire someone new since the business was going so well.


  She’d been hesitating because Deena had asked if she had any openings. As much as she liked Deena, Ricki didn’t think it would be good to change their friendship by becoming her friend’s boss. So she’d been procrastinating, hoping Deena would find work elsewhere.


  Deena jogged down the steps, wearing a broad smile, then opened the passenger side door and slid into the seat. She strapped on her seatbelt. “I am so ready for this,” she said.


  Ricki put the car into gear. “Me, too.”


  The hour and a half drive to Sedona was pleasant. Deena, as always, was fun and easy to talk to. Ricki didn’t mention Garrett because Deena always seemed to change the subject anyway, whenever he was mentioned.


  Sedona was beautiful with its massive red rock formations, a high desert area that blended into forest at the mouth of Oak Creek Canyon. The community was filled with art galleries and shops that sold New Age/metaphysical items, jewelry, Native American Arts, leather goods, as well as places that sold rocks, gems, and minerals.


  Deena had selected the Sedona spa that had been voted best of Sedona for several years. She had booked massages for each of them as well as scrubs, facials, and pedicures.


  It had been years since Ricki had been to a spa and this one was amazing with its magical Sedona desert setting.


  The massage relaxed her tight muscles, which were the result of being on her feet all day while working at the bakery. The masseuse had great hands, relaxing and almost lulling Ricki to sleep. While she was being worked on, it occurred to her that she’d forgotten to call Garrett and tell him which spa Deena had chosen. She’d call him later, after she and Deena left the spa.


  Ricki couldn’t help thinking about Garrett throughout the day. When he’d told her he loved her last weekend, she knew she could never be happier than she was at that moment. Then she’d thought of having a child with him, or several children, and she knew that she could be blessed with happiness for years to come. Just thinking about having children with him made her smile.


  But then again, she was rushing things. Just because he’d said he loved her, didn’t mean he wanted to marry her and raise a family together.


  She mentally shook her head. She wasn’t about to let thoughts like that spoil the wonderful feelings she had about her relationship with Garrett.


  The massage was followed by a facial with different technician who worked her fingers over Ricki’s scalp, and the headache that had been hovering at the edges of her consciousness faded.


  Ricki was feeling so relaxed by the time she had her pedicure that she sank into the spa chair and sipped the champagne that had been provided. She and Deena chatted about Deena’s new home, the next event Ricki was catering, and the sights in Sedona. They decided they’d like to come to Sedona another time to go hiking on the West Fork Oak Creek Trail that Ricki had heard so much about from her friend, Tess. Deena and Ricki decided they’d have to come down for an overnight stay at one of the resorts sometime in the future.


  Nearing the end of the day, Deena and Ricki decided to relax in the hot tub. Ricki wondered just how much more she could possibly relax. She wasn’t sure she could drive considering the wonderful, nearly boneless feeling she was experiencing from her body being worked over and from the champagne.


  When they got to the hot tub, no one else was using it. Deena dropped her robe onto a chair and Ricki felt a rush of discomfort as she saw that Deena wasn’t wearing anything. True, this was the women’s side of the spa, and clothing was optional, but Ricki didn’t feel comfortable being in a hot tub with any naked woman.


  Ricki dropped her own robe onto a chair, but she was wearing a simple black bathing suit. She followed Deena into the hot tub and sank into the warm water, the heat relaxing her even further as selected a side of the tub and settled in. Ricki closed her eyes, breathed in the steam, and enjoyed feeling the water whirl around her body. The jets felt great against her lower back and legs.


  She detected a movement near her and then felt skin slide against skin, a body moving against hers. She opened her eyes, and saw Deena smiling at her, their faces inches apart. Tingles erupted at Ricki’s nape. Deena was too close, much too close for comfort, and she had a sensual look in her eyes. In that moment, Ricki thought about how her friend had told her over dinner one night that she preferred women.


  Ricki swallowed and her eyes widened as Deena put her hand on Ricki’s upper thigh, and brushed Ricki’s lips with hers.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Garrett pushed his fingers through his hair as he stared at a file on his desk. It was Sunday and he shouldn’t be at work, but with Ricki out of town with Deena, he’d felt restless and had decided to come in and catch up on mundane tasks like filing and organizing. He was a one-man show with no assistant and he liked to keep it that way.


  He pulled the sticky note from his monitor that had the information about Craig Morris’s victim and the woman they were looking for. Garrett had never gotten around to taking a better look at the photo. He’d told Craig he would, so he pulled up the program he used to work with photos.


  As he scrolled through the photographs that had been synched from his phone to the computer, he came to the one that Craig had sent him. He enhanced the picture and enlarged it, then frowned as he studied the woman and glanced at the sticky note. Diane Donatello was her name and the victim had been Marie McAdams. Donatello looked so damned familiar, and he had the feeling he’d seen her before and it had been recently.


  A flash of another picture of this same woman came to mind and he leaned back in his chair. Yes. He’d seen this same woman, Diane, in the picture in Deena’s home…the picture with the broken glass. Even though this picture was grainy, he was certain it was the same woman.


  His mind worked through this new puzzle. Why would Deena have a picture of Diane Donatello, a woman who might be involved in the death of a friend?


  He studied the picture more closely. Diane and Deena looked like they could be related. Sisters even. Diane was curvier than Deena by about forty or so pounds, and Diane had thinner lips.


  Garrett thought about the photograph at Deena’s house and remembered that the woman in the picture had blue eyes as opposed to Deena’s brown. Deena had short white hair instead of long brown hair, although he’d noticed that Deena’s roots were dark brown before she’d bleached her hair again.


  The facial structure was the same and the expression on Diane Donatello’s face was so similar to Deena’s that it was eerie. If he gave Diane all of Deena’s differing characteristics, from fuller lips to eye color to size…he’d be looking at Deena.


  His instincts told him something was wrong. Really wrong.


  He pulled his cell phone out of the holster at his belt and cued up Craig’s number. Craig answered on the first ring.


  “What are you doing working on a Sunday?” Craig said as he answered. “Shouldn’t you be off with some young thing instead?”


  Yeah, he should be with Ricki.


  “Wanted to ask you about that case you called me on.” Garrett studied the picture. “This Diane Donatello. What can you tell me about her?”


  “You find her?” Craig’s attention was focused wholly on Garrett now.


  “I’m not sure.” The more Garrett stared at the photo on his computer screen, the more he saw Deena in the woman. “Have you heard about her losing weight or changing her appearance in any way?”


  “Not that anyone’s said to me.” Garrett could picture Craig shaking his head. “But of course it’s possible.”


  Before Garrett could ask another question, Craig continued, “A hell of a lot of people are looking for Donatello now.” He sounded serious. “A couple of hikers ran across a burned body in the Catalinas. Turns out they were the remains of Celia Parks.”


  Garrett frowned. “Celia Parks?”


  “Donatello's roommate, before Maria McAdams, was Celia,” Craig said and Garrett’s skin started to crawl. “Less than a year after Celia disappeared, Donatello moved in with Maria. A few months later, Maria was found murdered on Mt. Lemon.”


  “What other information do you have?” Garrett asked, trying to remain calm even as hair prickled at the back of his neck.


  “I located a couple of women who’ve slept with Donatello,” Craig said. “She’s a real man hater and prefers women. But she also has a violent streak. She’d get a little rough with the women she had relations with.”


  “Shit.” Garrett pushed his fingers through his hair as he worked through things in his mind. Ricki was with Deena now in some Sedona spa. Ricki had said she didn’t know which one and she’d let him know, but she’d never called.


  “You find Donatello?” Craig asked. “She’s officially been a suspect with the Tucson Police Department since Celia’s body was found.”


  “Maybe.” Garrett slid his handgun into the shoulder holster that was over his T-shirt, then pulled an over-shirt on while talking. “The woman who I think may be Diane Donatello goes by the name Deena Samson here.” Garrett headed to the front door of his office, opened the door and stepped out on the sidewalk.


  “What can you tell me about Samson?” Craig asked.


  Garrett closed and locked the office door behind him as he spoke. “Samson has close-cropped bleached white-blonde hair, her lips look like they’ve been enhanced, and if it is her, she’s lost a good forty-plus pounds. She has brown eyes, but those could be colored contact lenses. I’d bet the house that it’s her.” Garrett turned and hurried down the sidewalk. He was only a few feet from his truck and he used the remote to unlock the vehicle before he jerked open the door.


  “Holy shit,” Craig said. “We need to call the cops. Do you know where she is now?”


  “In Sedona.” Garrett swung himself into the truck. “With my girlfriend.”


  


  Chapter 27


  


  “I love you, Ricki,” Deena said as Ricki froze, unable to move. Deena rested her palm on Ricki’s breast as her other hand moved up the inside of Ricki’s thigh. “I’ve loved you since the first day I saw you in the bakery.”


  The moment was intensely surreal and Ricki’s mind reeled even as her body stiffened and her heart started to thud erratically.


  “You’re so beautiful,” Deena continued. “You’re perfect for me in every way.”


  “No.” Ricki shoved Deena away from her and Deena’s eyes widened, as if she’d expected an entirely different reaction. “Don’t touch me, Deena. Not ever again.”


  “Sweetheart, please.” Deena reached for Ricki. “Come back.”


  “I’m not your sweetheart.” Ricki scrambled out of the hot tub and was so rushed she slipped on the wet tile and barely caught herself with the handrail. She faced Deena who was coming toward her, water dripping from her naked body, her brown eyes begging Ricki to return.


  “Ricki—”


  “Stop.” Ricki put up her hands, her palms facing Deena. “I don’t think we should see each other anymore. Ever.”


  A stunned expression crossed Deena’s face. “You don’t mean that.”


  Ricki grabbed her robe off the lounge chair and slipped it on as Deena rose up from the water like some kind of Greek siren, water running in rivulets down her body.


  “You know that I’m in love with Garrett and that I’ve just considered you and I to be friends, nothing more.” Ricki straightened. “I’ve known you like women and I don’t have a problem with that. But when you touched me the way you did and kissed me, you crossed a line.”


  “I’m so sorry.” Deena’s face fell. “Please, let’s go back to how things were.”


  “They can never go back to the way they were before.” Ricki’s breathing was rapid, her heart beating even harder. “I think we need some permanent distance.”


  Deena picked up her own robe and hurried to slip it on. “I promise, this will never happen again.”


  Ricki’s mind was a jumble. She’d driven, so she couldn’t just leave Deena here. Ricki needed to take her back to Prescott. What else could she do?


  But she couldn’t be in the car with Deena for an hour and a half, either.


  She closed her eyes and rubbed the corners with her thumb and forefinger. Had she been giving off the wrong signals to Deena all this time? Had she been too friendly? Should she have told Deena earlier that it wasn’t appropriate to touch her so much? She’d been so naïve in believing that Deena’s touchy-feely personality was all in a friendship sort of way.


  “I tell you what.” Deena was only a few feet away when she spoke. Ricki opened her eyes and took a step back. “We can go home and talk when you’re ready.”


  “There’s nothing to talk about.” Ricki turned away and walked from the hot tub and pushed the glass door open that led into the women’s locker room.


  “Ricki, please.” Deena followed Ricki as she went up to her locker. “I told you that it won’t happen again.”


  “You’re right, it won’t.” Ricki pulled the locker key out of the robe’s pocket and bit her lower lip. She opened the locker door and paused for a moment, staring at her clothing. When she turned to Deena, she said, “You’ve made this all really uncomfortable. I can’t spend an hour and a half in the car with you when I’m trying to work this out in my head. I know there are a couple of companies that provide shuttle services between Prescott and Sedona that you can take.”


  Deena looked away. When she returned her gaze back to Ricki, she said, “Maybe that’s for the best.”


  Sick to her stomach, Ricki turned and pulled out her skirt, blouse, sandals, and other belongings from the locker, as well as her gym bag. She gathered them up in her arms before walking away from Deena to change in another part of the locker room.


  When Ricki was alone, she dressed quickly, no longer feeling relaxed and happy. As she stuffed her bathing suit into her gym bag, her whole body felt tight and her head ached again. The day was ruined, but it was better that she know than to continue oblivious to Deena having feelings for her.


  After she had slung her purse and her gym bag over her shoulder, Ricki pulled her cell phone out of the outside pocket of her purse. She wanted to talk with Garrett. She wasn’t ready to tell him what had happened, not now, but she needed to hear his voice.


  The phone service was on roam and she grimaced. She’d forgotten that the way this spa was situated in Sedona, and because of the elevation, she couldn’t get good service. Once she got out of the spa and down the road, the signal should be clear and she wouldn’t have a problem calling then.


  Her head ached even more as she clenched her jaw. Would she run into Deena in the lobby? She remained tense and wary as she paid for her share of the services and then walked stiffly out of the building to her car.


  The early evening was perfect outside but she couldn’t enjoy it feeling the way she did. She unlocked her Prius and climbed in before pressing the start button and bringing the quiet hybrid vehicle to life. She glanced back at the doors to the spa and her heart dropped to her stomach when she saw Deena standing there, watching her.


  Deena looked almost sinister as she stood there, staring at Ricki. Like a dark cloud had passed over her, swallowing everything good about her. It all made Ricki even more relieved that Deena wasn’t returning with her.


  A shiver ran down her spine even as she felt a combination of guilt and anger. She felt guilt because she was leaving Deena here and anger because Deena had ruined what Ricki had thought to be a great friendship.


  If Deena had told Ricki how she felt without touching Ricki so intimately and kissing her, it would possibly have been different. Ricki could have said she was flattered and that she cared for Deena as a friend, but that was all.


  Instead, Deena had gone too far and Ricki wasn’t ready to forgive her for that.


  Ricki looked away from Deena and the chill in her eyes as she drove her car out of the spa’s parking lot, and headed for the main road. She made it to the road and was well on her way out of Sedona when her phone rang. She dug it out of her purse and saw that it was Garrett.


  A measure of relief made her relax. A little. All she needed was to talk with him and she knew she’d feel better.


  “Hi,” she said as she answered the phone.


  “Are you all right?” Something in Garrett’s voice sounded tense, concerned.


  All things considered she was fine, but she wondered what Garrett was so worried about. “I’m okay. What’s wrong?”


  “Where are you?” he asked. “Is Deena with you?”


  “I’m leaving the spa.” Ricki glanced at the empty passenger seat. “Deena is finding another way back to Prescott.”


  “Thank God.” Garrett let out an audible breath. “Just keep driving back to Prescott. Don’t stop for anything.”


  “What?” Ricki frowned. “Tell me what’s going on.”


  “I think Deena’s a suspect in two murder cases in Tucson,” Garrett said and goose bumps broke out over Ricki’s arms. “If what I believe is true, her real name is Diane Donatello and she may have killed two of her roommates.”


  “Deena?” Ricki couldn’t comprehend that Deena wasn’t who she’d said she was and that she could have killed anyone. “Are you sure?”


  “Pretty sure,” Garrett said. “Do you remember the woman in the photograph that was in the broken frame?”


  Ricki nodded. “Yes. I thought the woman could be Deena’s sister. Other than a few differences, they look a lot alike.”


  “The woman in the picture is the suspect,” Garrett said. “And I’m pretty damned sure that Deena is one and the same. She’s made some changes and enhancements to her appearance, but I’m certain it’s her.”


  More goose bumps broke out on Ricki’s skin as she gripped the steering wheel. “I saw on a news report this morning that the body of a woman named Celia was found in the Santa Catalina Mountains in Tucson.” Ricki’s eyes widened. “Deena told me in the past that she’d lived with someone named Celia who disappeared. Deena also told me that a roommate of hers named Maria was murdered.”


  “That’s Deena.” Garrett had a bite to his tone. “I was afraid you would be her next target.”


  Ricki swallowed. “Me?”


  “You said Deena’s finding another way back to Prescott,” Garrett said. “I’m happy as hell that’s true, but what happened?”


  “She came on to me.” The words sounded as surreal as she’d felt when Deena had touched her, kissed her. “She told me she loved me. I told her I couldn’t be around her anymore.”


  “Shit.” Garrett growled the word. “Thank God you’re alone. I’m almost to Sedona now. Which route did you take?”


  “We took 89A, the scenic route.” Ricki hadn’t been paying attention to the scenery now like she had on the way from Prescott. “I’m going home the same way back.”


  “I went down I-17,” Garrett said. “I’m going to head through town and take your route home and catch up. I’m a good thirty to forty minutes behind you. As for Deena, we’ll let the police find her.”


  “Police?” Ricki’s mind was reeling. “I just can’t believe it.”


  “If she’s guilty, she’s a sick woman,” Garrett said. “She has a history of violence as well as being a murder suspect. Tell me where you last saw her and I’ll call it in.”


  Ricki checked her rearview mirror and saw that she wasn’t being followed as she gave him the name and location of the spa. “Deena was just standing and staring at me when I drove away.” Ricki shook her head as she pictured her former friend. “The look in her eyes was almost frightening. I was glad she wouldn’t be riding back with me.”


  “You should be safe now,” Garrett said. “Just keep driving. The police should locate Deena before she finds a way out of Sedona and heads back to Prescott.”


  “Okay.” Ricki let out her breath. “I’ll be home within an hour.”


  “I’ll see you there, honey.” Garrett sounded much more relieved. “I love you.”


  She smiled at the tender note in his voice. “I love you, too.”


  


  Chapter 28


  


  A woman who was about five-foot-one with a short, elegant haircut, came out of the spa and Deena studied her. Earlier two women had left together and Deena had ignored them. But this woman was alone as she headed out to her car. Deena looked around as she followed the woman to make sure no one was watching, and then Deena slid her hand into her purse. She had a few things she’d planned on using on Ricki if she’d needed to, but they would come in handy now.


  Deena waited for the woman to open up the driver’s side door of a silver Mercedes before she walked casually up to the woman and put on a smile. “Excuse me.”


  The woman turned and with a mildly interested look, she raised her eyebrows in question. She exuded wealth and confidence, as well as a touch of impatience. Definitely not Deena’s type. Deena liked her women innocent, sweet, accommodating, and not so damned thin and petite.


  “My car won’t start and I don’t have my cell phone.” Deena gave a dramatic sigh. “BMW’s are supposed to be built to last but I’m ready to trade this one in even though it’s less than a year old.”


  “I’m sure you can use a phone in the spa,” the woman said, a haughty tone to her voice.


  Deena looked over her shoulder, her hand still in her purse. No one was around. “They’re so rude in there.” Deena moved closer to the woman so that she was a foot away.


  The woman frowned. “Rude?”


  Deena gave the woman a hard smile as she pulled a stun gun from out of her purse and pressed it under the woman’s ribs.


  Her eyes went wide and she gave a small cry as her body jerked and her legs gave out on her, and her purse dropped to the ground. Deena caught the woman to her then laid her down.


  Again Deena looked over her shoulder and saw no one. She opened the driver’s side door and popped open the trunk with a lever before dragging the woman behind the car. Fortunately the back of the car was facing away from the spa doors and the woman didn’t weigh a whole lot.


  It took Deena only a few moments to use the zip ties she had in her purse to bind the woman’s wrists and ankles. She took the small roll of duct tape she had in her purse and wrapped it around the moaning woman’s mouth and eyes.


  Voices came from the direction of the spa and Deena’s heart beat a little faster. She was behind the car and if she hurried she could throw the woman in the trunk and not be seen. Without too much effort, she heaved the petite woman into the trunk and closed the lid.


  She put a smile on her face as she picked the woman’s purse up off the ground and tossed it inside the car. It landed on the floor with a thunk. She set her own purse on the passenger seat.


  For a moment she gripped the steering wheel and tried to control the rage rushing through her. From the time she was young she would go nuts if something didn’t go her way. Her parents had sent her to specialists and when she was older she’d sought therapy.


  She hated the rage and what she had done. All rationality went down the tube. She couldn’t stop the compulsions. Maybe she was sick, but it was what she was. When it took over, she couldn’t stop herself.


  And now she had to get Ricki. Had to. And it didn’t matter how.


  The women who were heading toward a Lexus didn’t even look Deena’s way. She started the car, drove out of the parking lot, and away from the spa. It would be getting dark soon so she turned on the headlights.


  Ricki had told Deena that the way she normally drove to and from Sedona was on the 89A but Deena wasn’t going that way. She’d take the other route, as it was easier to speed on I-17. She was twenty minutes behind Ricki so she had some time to make up.


  Deena guided the car down the road, away from the spa. She thought about the woman in the trunk she had bound, and felt an adrenaline rush. Rich, haughty bitch. Wrong place wrong time, she thought, feeling no sympathy for the woman. She would figure out what to do with her later.


  Deena’s mind shifted to Ricki and the hard anger that felt like a block of ice in Deena’s chest.


  How dare Ricki rebuff Deena’s advances? How dare Ricki turn her away?


  Anger built up to the point there was pressure behind Deena’s eyes. She deserved love, and she deserved Ricki. Not that bastard, Garrett McBride—he didn’t deserve Ricki.


  Deena gripped the steering wheel and dug her nails into the leather binding. If she couldn’t have Ricki, no one would.


  


  Chapter 29


  


  By the time Ricki reached home, it was dark outside. Garrett had been delayed for a short time, so he wouldn’t be getting to Ricki’s for another hour to an hour and a half. Apparently he’d had to talk with the police, giving them all of the information he could, as they started their manhunt for Deena—or rather, Diane Donatello, which was apparently her real name.


  It wasn’t going to be easy to get used to that, or the possibility that Deena could be a killer who’d murdered two women she’d said she cared for. Ricki had seen the pain in Deena’s eyes as she talked about the two women and having lost them. To believe that she was responsible for their deaths was almost unfathomable.


  Ricki parked her car inside the garage, climbed out of the vehicle, and slammed the door shut behind her. The force she put into it came from her increasing anger. As she drove back to Prescott, she’d had a lot of time to work things over in her mind and ultimately what she felt was used. She could see now how Deena had orchestrated every meeting, every event. Ricki had been completely manipulated and had never seen it coming.


  She paused for a moment, staring at the car, but not really seeing it. Well, now karma was going to come around and Deena would get what she deserved. If she were indeed responsible for the deaths of her friends, she’d be in prison for a long time. Arizona was a death penalty state, so Deena could be facing even more severe punishment. That was not a place Ricki wanted to go in her thoughts.


  According to her last conversation with Garrett, the Prescott Police had been alerted and would be going to the house Diane had rented, if they weren’t already there. In the morning Ricki would need to go to the police station and give her statement that included any and all information she could give them. By then Deena would probably be in jail.


  Garrett had said he’d have one of his brothers, all of whom were in some branch of law enforcement, stop by and stay with her while she was waiting for Garrett to arrive, but she insisted she’d be fine. It would only be for a little more than an hour that she’d be alone. She’d keep the doors and windows locked and her cell phone at her side. And after all, the search for Diane had turned up empty when all of the shuttle companies had been contacted, so it wasn’t likely she was on her way back to Prescott yet.


  Besides, Ricki had Xena, who was a great watch dog and fiercely protective of Ricki.


  Ricki pressed the button to lower the garage door. When it was completely down, she grasped the knob to the door that led into the house. She smiled as she pushed open the door and was immediately greeted by her golden retriever. Xena jumped up, putting her paws on Ricki so that she could receive the big hug that Ricki always had for her.


  Xena bounded around and gave two short barks, telling Ricki that she was excited to have Ricki home and that Xena was more than ready for her treats.


  “You know I spoil you, don’t you?” Ricki smiled as she got out a large chicken jerky treat. Xena sat and waited patiently for Ricki to offer it to her. After the treat, she gave Xena a big rawhide bone to keep her busy while Ricki took a shower.


  Everything had been wonderful today, up until Deena had touched and kissed her. At the time it had felt more than uncomfortable and had made her angry. Now not only was she angry but she felt dirty after finding out that Deena was really a woman named Diane who may have murdered her roommates.


  Ricki stripped out of her clothing and tossed it all into the hamper. When she was naked, she turned on the shower as hot as it could go. When steam was rolling out of the glass-enclosed shower, she adjusted the temperature just enough that it was bearable and stepped under the spray.


  She closed her eyes as she let the water pound down on her, trying to wash away the dirty feeling she’d been left with after all that had happened and all that she’d learned about the woman who she’d thought was her friend. It had seemed like she’d known Deena forever. Turned out Ricki didn’t know her at all.


  After Ricki soaped her body with bathing gel, she started washing her hair. As she shampooed it she thought she heard Xena barking, but when she slid the door aside and leaned out of the shower, she didn’t hear anything else. She stepped back under the spray and closed the door. She rinsed out the shampoo then worked conditioner through her hair and rinsed that out, too.


  She felt marginally better when she finished showering and stepped onto the fuzzy royal blue rug as she grabbed a pristine white towel off of the bar beside her. She started to dry off when a crawling sensation skittered down her back. She sucked in a lungful of air and coughed.


  Smoke. She smelled smoke.


  It wasn’t a just faint smell, it was strong and growing stronger.


  Heart thundering, Ricki took the towel, ran water over it in the sink, then grabbed her robe off its hook. She jerked the robe on as she ran to her bedroom door. The smell of smoke was strong and blood rushed in her ears. She remembered what she’d learned about touching a doorknob to make sure it wasn’t too hot which would mean the fire was right outside the door. The knob felt warm when she brought her fingers to it but not hot.


  She wrapped the wet towel over her nose and mouth and opened the door. Thick black smoke billowed into the bedroom. She dropped to her knees, terror ripping through her. She could hear the roar of the fire now and heard the explosion of glass breaking from the heat.


  “Xena!” she cried out, muffled behind the wet towel. She was going to lower the towel and shout to Xena again but was afraid the dog would come rushing to her through the fire. She prayed Xena had gone out the doggie door and was outside waiting. But she didn’t hear any barking.


  More explosions and then the fire was coming toward her, as if it had sprung down from the ceiling and up through the floorboards at the same time. She lunged to her feet and back through the door of her bedroom, slamming the door behind her.


  She hurried to her window that looked out onto the backyard. Her hands trembled as she unlatched the window and shoved it up. Cool night air mixed with smoke rushed in. Her feet tangled in her robe as she crawled over the windowsill and she tumbled to the ground.


  Air rushed from her chest as she landed hard on her back. She rolled over and started to get to her feet when something slammed into the back of her head.


  Blackness…silence…nothing.


  


  Ricki groaned as she stirred. Her head throbbed and her brain felt as if it was wrapped in a cocoon. She tried to think where she was and what she was doing, but nothing made sense.


  Sirens closed in, the sound screaming through Ricki’s head. She heard a roaring sound, like the roar of a big fire, cracking, and glass shattering.


  Everything came back to her in a rush. The fire! She tried to open her eyes, only to discover that something was over them and she couldn’t see. She tried to sit up but realized then that her wrists were bound in front of her with some kind of heavy tape. Duct tape, no doubt. Her ankles were secured together, too. When she opened her mouth to scream, nothing came out because tape covered it, as well.


  Her mind searched for answers. What had happened? What the hell was going on?


  It came to her as clear as anything. Deena. She had to be responsible.


  Ricki thrashed, trying to break free when she felt something cold and unforgiving pressed to her throat then felt a sting as if something had cut her flesh. She stilled.


  “I want you to get to know me, Ricki.” Deena sounded so calm that it took Ricki by surprise. “I want you to see what I’m like.”


  Deena put her hand over Ricki’s mouth. “I’m going to take the tape off but if you scream, I’ll slit your throat now. Understand?”


  Ricki nodded, her head rubbing over the ground beneath her. She felt suddenly hyper aware of every leaf, stick, and rock poking into her body. The smell of smoke was thick and heavy and now the air was also filled with the shouts of firefighters and law enforcement.


  Deena ripped the tape from Ricki’s mouth. Ricki gasped and her breathing came out ragged and harsh from fear.


  “That’s better.” Deena studied her and smoothed Ricki’s hair gently and lovingly, seemingly oblivious to everything that was happening with the fire.


  “Don’t kill me.” Ricki hated that her voice shook. “Just let me go.”


  “Move too much and you’ll slice your own throat open against this blade.” Deena’s voice was still calm. She pulled the tape away from Ricki’s eyes.


  Ricki winced and as she blinked she saw Deena’s crazed expression. “You’re mine. You will always be mine.”


  In the background the fire crackled and roared. A very little light made it through the trees they were in. Ricki realized they were next to the playhouse hidden in the thicket of trees a good distance behind her house. No one would think to look there for her since the playhouse couldn’t be seen, even if someone was close to the trees. They would think she was in the house.


  “Whatever you want.” Ricki swallowed and felt the knife against her throat, praying that Deena wouldn’t slice it. “I’ll do whatever you want.”


  Deena’s brows narrowed. “You’re only saying that now because you don’t want me to kill you.”


  Ricki didn’t dare shake her head. “I mean it.”


  “No you don’t.” The crazy look in Deena’s eyes intensified and she pressed the knife tighter to Ricki’s throat. “You’re lying.”


  “Please.” Ricki was having a hard time getting any words out. “I’ll do whatever you want.”


  “I can see it.” Deena glared at Ricki. “You don’t really love me. If I let you go, you’ll do something stupid like go to the police.”


  “No, I won’t.” Ricki held her breath. “I promise.”


  “I want you to know exactly what you pushed away.” Deena leaned her face closer to Ricki’s. “You had your chance at the spa but you rejected me. Now you’re going to pay for that.”


  Ricki’s heart slammed against her ribcage and her entire body shook as she faced the possibility of death. Unless some miracle happened, she was going to die.


  Deena’s face glowed eerily in the firelight that made it through the trees they were hidden in.


  With an evil smile, Deena gestured to the old wooden playhouse with a jerk of her head. “I’ll put your body in there with all of those spiders you told me about and it’s likely you won’t be found for at least a day or two.” She looked around them. “You were right. This place is pretty well hidden.”


  “Did you start the fire?” Ricki’s voice was hoarse as it came out.


  “Of course.” Deena rubbed her thumb over Ricki’s lips. “Poisoned that stupid dog, too.”


  “You poisoned Xena?” Fury filled Ricki and she fought against her restraints. “You bi—”


  Deena covered Ricki’s mouth with her hand and pressed the knife to her throat again. “Don’t say anything you’re going to regret.”


  Ricki began to wonder if someone might find her before Deena killed her, but knew it wasn’t likely. Everyone would be too busy with the fire to pay attention to a bunch of trees at the back of the yard, far enough away from the house that they weren’t in danger of catching fire.


  Any hope of salvation was fading fast. Still, she continued to fight against the tape binding her.


  When Deena moved her hand away, Ricki stared at her. “So you really killed those two women, Celia and Maria.”


  Deena’s eyes widened, clearly startled. “How do you know that?”


  “There’s a manhunt going on for you,” Ricki said with some satisfaction. “Garrett figured out that you and Diane Donatello are one and the same. You lost weight and chopped off and dyed your hair. You probably had collagen injected into your lips and you’re wearing brown contacts, too, right?”


  “That fucking bastard.” Deena’s skin went from pale to red in an instant. “Thanks for the warning. Once I’m through with you, I’ll leave town again.”


  “It won’t do you any good.” Ricki narrowed her gaze at Deena. “They will catch you.”


  “No.” Deena shook her head. “I’ll make sure they don’t find me.”


  “Everyone’s going to be looking for you,” Ricki said. “There’s no place you can hide.”


  “My treasures.” Deena put her hand to her mouth. “Celia. Maria. How will I get them?”


  “How will you get them?” Ricki furrowed her brow, confused. “They’re dead.”


  Deena rocked back on her heels, moving the knife away from Ricki’s throat. “I kept pieces of them in my treasure chest to remember them by.” Deena almost seemed like she was somewhere else entirely. “A lock of Maria’s hair and one of her fingernails is in the music box, and I have an urn with some of Celia’s ashes. I need them.” Deena looked distraught. “I have to get them.”


  “The police are supposed to be at your house by now,” Ricki said as she shifted and worked at the tape binding her ankles and her wrists, which she knew was probably hopeless but she tried anyway. “They’ve probably already found your treasures.”


  The malice in Deena’s eyes as she turned her gaze on Ricki chilled her to the bone. She’d gone too far and Deena was going to kill her now.


  “I guess I’ll have to start collecting new mementos.” No matter what Deena said, Ricki knew she was upset about losing the pieces of the women she’d been obsessed with. Deena looked Ricki over. “Now what should I keep of you?”


  “You don’t need to kill me.” Ricki tried to keep her voice from shaking. “Please.”


  “You rejected me.” Deena looked positively evil in the red glow of the fire. “I told you how much I love you and you rejected me.” She shook her head. “If I can’t have you, Garrett McBride certainly never will.”


  Deena raised the knife and reached for Ricki’s hand. “One of your fingers will do for my keepsake.”


  


  Chapter 30


  


  Garrett’s heart felt as though it had been crammed into his throat when he saw the fire.


  He was a good distance away when he saw flames licking the night sky and smoke billowing like ominous clouds, but he knew without a doubt that it was Ricki’s house.


  Not giving a damn if he was caught speeding, he drove like a madman to Ricki’s neighborhood and tore down her street.


  Her home was engulfed in flames. It looked like no part of the house was untouched—all of it was burning.


  Emergency vehicles crowded the street as crews fought to contain the fire and police kept the neighbors away from the scene.


  Garrett parked as close as he could, then jumped out of his truck and ran toward Ricki’s home, panic surging through him.


  Off to the right, Eric McBride was in full gear and was shouting orders. He was one of Garrett’s cousins, a lieutenant for the Prescott Fire Department.


  “Where is she?” Garrett rushed up to Eric. “Did Ricki get out?”


  Eric turned to Garrett and had to raise his voice over the noise. “We don’t know if anyone was home. We searched all that we could of the house before we had to stop.”


  “She was home.” Garrett swallowed down pain rising in his chest. “I talked with her not too long ago.”


  “Her car was in the garage.” Eric gestured to the garage that was in flames, too. The Prius was at the foot of the driveway. “We pushed it out before the fire got to it to make sure the tank wouldn’t explode.”


  Garrett started toward the house, but Eric held him back. “There’s no way you can go in that house, Garrett.” Eric’s face was hard. “If anyone was in there, they couldn’t have survived.”


  An ache built up behind Garrett’s eyes. He dragged his hand down his face, unable to believe that Ricki could be inside the inferno. That she could be…dead. An overwhelming sense of fear and loss nearly consumed him. But a part of him refused to believe that she was in that house. No, she couldn’t be dead. She couldn’t.


  “We did find a dog.” Eric nodded toward a lump on the sidewalk, covered with a blanket. Only the dog’s head was exposed.


  “Xena.” Garrett started toward the retriever. “Is she alive?”


  “She’s unconscious.” Eric strode beside Garrett. “We found her lying in the backyard. She woke up and appeared disoriented, but not like she came from inside the house and suffering from smoke inhalation. It’s more like she was drugged.”


  Garrett reached Xena and bent down beside her. Xena opened her eyes, saw Garrett, and started to push herself up.


  “Shhh.” Garrett worked to calm Xena even though he wasn’t feeling one damned bit calm himself.


  The dog struggled and then surged to her feet. She bared her teeth and growled before she took a step forward. She wavered and then started toward the house.


  “No, girl.” Garrett was afraid Xena was going to try to get into the burning house to find Ricki.


  Garrett reached for Xena’s collar but she took him by surprise and bolted toward the house. She started barking wildly as he ran after her. Two firemen tried to stop Garrett but he pushed his way into the yard as he followed Xena who rounded the house and ran into the backyard.


  The blistering heat of the fire singed Garrett’s skin as he went past the house while following the dog. “Xena!” he called out. “Come here!” But the roar of the fire drowned out his voice.


  When he reached the backyard, he saw Xena bolting away from the fire, heading for the trees at the back of Ricki’s property. Garrett tore after her.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Ricki screamed, her eyes wide with fear as Deena grabbed one of her pinky fingers and raised the knife to chop it off.


  With everything she had, Ricki fought and screamed, trying to jerk her hands away from Deena’s grasp.


  “Shut up.” Deena jerked her arm back and elbowed Ricki in the nose. “And be still.”


  Ricki cried out from the burst of pain that shot through her nose and blood immediately began flowing over her lips. She didn’t stop screaming or struggling.


  Deena raised the knife as she whipped around, her eyes narrowed. “I’ll just take your finger after I kill you.”


  She raised the knife and started to bring it down on Ricki’s throat.


  Heart thundering, Ricki bent her knees and kicked up hard, hitting Deena in her arm, hard enough that it knocked the knife from her grip.


  Deena shrieked and grabbed for the knife. It was close enough that she could reach it and she grasped the handle. Ricki tried to roll away but Deena grabbed Ricki’s braid and jerked her head back, exposing her throat.


  Ricki kicked and thrashed, fighting for her life, but Deena raised the knife and started to bring the blade down. Even as certain death was coming toward her, Ricki couldn’t believe she was about to die.


  In a blur, something huge and furry flung itself at Deena, bowling her over.


  Xena.


  Deena rolled back but regained her balance. She lunged for Xena and swiped at her with the knife.


  The retriever clamped her jaws over the wrist of Deena’s knife hand. Xena snarled and shook Deena’s wrist as if she were trying to kill a small animal.


  Deena screamed and she dropped the knife. As Xena shook Deena’s wrist, the woman picked up the knife with her free hand and swung it at the retriever’s side.


  “No!” Ricki kicked out at Deena, trying to hit her arm, but missed.


  The knife sank into Xena’s side. The dog yelped and let go of Deena’s wrist.


  Xena stumbled and fell.


  “You bitch!” Ricki screamed as Deena jerked the knife from Xena’s side.


  The retriever snarled and tried to get up.


  Ricki started to roll away from Deena but knew she was too late as Deena raised the knife and plunged it toward Ricki.


  Another scream lodged in Ricki’s throat.


  A man jammed his boot on Deena’s arm, knocking the knife away.


  The crack of bone was loud and Deena shrieked in pain and fell back.


  In the next moment, Garrett was standing over Deena, a furious expression on his face. Deena tried to get up but Garrett stepped on her good arm, pinning her to the ground. Despite the fact she had a broken arm, Deena fought like a crazy woman, trying to get up and get away from Garrett.


  “Duct tape is behind you,” Ricki shouted even as she spotted the tape while trying to inch her way over to Xena, tears filling her eyes.


  Garrett straddled Deena, pinning her down with one leg on her good arm and his weight on her body.


  Deena still fought him but he was able to reach for the tape with one hand while holding her down. The woman tried to bite his thigh through his jeans. He put a strip of tape over her mouth.


  She kept trying to free her arm and hit him, so he had no choice but to bind her wrists together even though her arm was broken. He managed to bind them in front of her. Even as tears flowed down her face from the pain, she kept trying to kick free.


  It was like Deena was on drugs and couldn’t feel as much pain as she should as she fought him and fought him. After her wrists were secured, he turned and bound her ankles together.


  Ricki didn’t have time to feel any relief when Deena was subdued. The bitch had stabbed Xena.


  “We’ve got to get Xena to a vet.” Tears rolled down Ricki’s cheeks as she saw the labored breathing of her dog. “Now!”


  “Hold on, honey.” Garrett was already on his phone, telling the dispatcher where they were. The police were, of course, simply on the other side of the house from where Ricki, Garrett, Xena, and Deena were.


  Garrett pulled out a pocketknife and cut the tape at Ricki’s wrists and ankles. The second she was free, she scrambled to Xena’s side.


  Ricki sobbed as she touched Xena’s golden hair that was now black and sticky with blood. “She’s bleeding, badly.”


  Garrett shrugged off his shirt and handed it to Ricki. She immediately did her best to stop the blood flow, pressing the shirt to the wound.


  “I’m calling Doc Tanner, our family vet,” Garrett said even as police officers rounded the copse of trees.


  Garrett apparently had the vet’s home phone number in his contacts because he was speaking to the vet almost immediately. “He’s going to meet us at his clinic,” Garrett said as he stuffed the cell phone into the holster on his belt and he knelt beside Ricki and Xena.


  He wrapped his arm around Ricki’s shoulders. “She’s going to be all right, honey.” He kissed the top of Ricki’s head. “Thank God you’re all right.” He squeezed her tighter. “Thank God.”


  She looked up at him, her face wet with tears. “I’m so glad you’re all right, too.” She looked back at the retriever. “But Xena…”


  Paramedics rushed in behind the officers. Ricki refused their attention, telling them to take care of Xena.


  John McBride, Garrett’s stepbrother, had been one of the first officers to arrive and Garrett was giving him the details of what had happened.


  Soon the paramedics had Xena on a stretcher, hurrying her to the front of the house. Ricki left with them, staying close to the golden retriever’s side. Garrett caught up to them not a minute later.


  The stench of smoke was strong and Ricki was vaguely aware that the house fire was just about out and she had a fleeting thought that everything she owned was gone.


  But none of that mattered. What was important was for Xena to be all right. No one else had been injured and Ricki was happy to be alive, but right now that wasn’t her focus.


  Being that it was a small town and Garrett was a McBride, as was Eric, who was a fire lieutenant, Xena was allowed to be loaded into an ambulance for the short ride to the vet’s clinic. Ricki climbed into the ambulance to be with Xena, her heart continuing to pound, her head throbbing with pain. Before the ambulance doors were shut, Garrett shouted that he’d be following in his truck.


  Even as a paramedic attended to Xena, another one started examining Ricki. She wanted to push the paramedic away, but she was too exhausted, too overwhelmed, too fearful.


  Doc Tanner’s clinic wasn’t very far and the entrance was open, lights on, the vet and an assistant waiting at the door. The paramedics carried Xena in on a stretcher and directly toward surgery.


  Ricki insisted she was all right, but the paramedics stayed to check her over. She had a moderate concussion and a huge bruise on the back of her head, as well as scrapes and bruises from being dragged from the house by Deena, but that was about it.


  Someone found scrubs for her to wear, since all she’d had was the robe, but she didn’t remember who.


  Garrett sat by Ricki in the waiting room while she was being examined. Soon it was just the two of them waiting and praying for Xena to pull through.


  He held her close, his arm around her shoulders and squeezing her to him. “All I can think is how grateful I am that you’re all right.”


  She met his gaze. “I love you, Garrett.”


  “I love you.” He kissed her and drew back. “I can’t imagine ever loving anyone more than I do you.”


  


  Chapter 31


  


  Ricki felt a tightness in her chest and a sinking feeling in her belly as she picked her way through the charred remains of her home. The fire marshal had determined that it was safe enough for Ricki to return to look over everything and see if there was anything salvageable. So far she’d found nothing. She was fortunate that the firefighters had saved her car—it was all she had left.


  The day was balmy and would have been beautiful if it wasn’t for the house, or what remained of it. The air was thick with the harsh stench that pervaded everything even after the smoke was gone. Most of the house lay in complete ruins with very little standing.


  The harsh reality was setting in. Everything she’d owned or treasured had been destroyed in the fire and she’d been left with nothing. And Xena…


  She swallowed hard and thought about the woman Deena had kidnapped and stuffed in the trunk of the woman’s car. She was traumatized but she’d be all right. At least Deena hadn’t killed yet another person.


  “I heard from a contact at the District Attorney’s office this morning.” Garrett interrupted her thoughts as he moved beside her. “Not sure how this will pan out, but Diane Donatello will likely be sent to prison for life or face the death penalty for the murders of those two women in Tucson. She has the punishment coming to her,” Garrett added. “She could plead insanity but that rarely works.” He settled his hand on Ricki’s upper arm. “You’re safe now.”


  Ricki nodded. She still couldn’t get used to the idea that Deena was really a murderer named Diane Donatello. “I’m glad she’ll be put away and that she can never hurt anyone else.” Ricki heard the hardness in her own voice. Not only had the woman tried to murder Ricki, but Xena might not make it.


  “All we can do now is pray that Xena will pull through,” Garrett said, echoing her thoughts.


  Ricki swallowed down the lump in her throat at the thought that Xena could still die. “The stab wound is serious. Doc Tanner only gives her a fifty-fifty chance.”


  “She’s a special dog,” Garrett said and Ricki looked up at him to see his face darken with anger. “If it wasn’t for Xena, Diane might have killed you.”


  “Deena probably would have killed me.” She swallowed hard. “You and Xena both saved my life.”


  “I couldn’t have handled anything happening to you.” Garrett pulled her into his arms and squeezed her tightly. “I couldn’t bear losing you.”


  He kissed her long and hard before releasing her. For a long moment they looked at each other.


  Ricki turned and stepped over a beam and worked her way through the area that had once been her living room. “I should have seen the signs that something wasn’t right with Deena.”


  “You believe in the best of people, Ricki.” Garrett took her hand and brought her to a stop again. “It’s not in your nature to think the worst of anyone.”


  “Maybe that needs to change.” Anger over all that had happened made Ricki’s muscles ache. “Maybe I need to be more cynical and definitely less trusting.”


  “You shouldn’t stop being you.” Garrett took both of her hands in his. “The world needs more people like you, Ricki. You should be more cautious, but don’t stop believing that there’s good in people.” He squeezed her hands and offered her a little smile. “Leave the cynicism up to me.”


  “I don’t know, Garrett.” She drew her hands from his and took in her surroundings with her gaze. “Just look at this.”


  Near her feet, she spotted the porcelain picture frame that had held the most recent picture of her family. She crouched to pick up the formerly white frame that was now black with soot and ash. With her thumb she rubbed away some of the blackness on the glass and saw that the picture that had been inside of it was curled and blackened.


  The ache at the back of her eyes grew stronger and a tear rolled down her cheek as she stood. She dropped the frame back onto the same spot where she had picked it up.


  A strong, comforting arm settled around her shoulders and she tilted her head to meet Garrett’s eyes. He squeezed her to let her know he was there for her.


  “I have nothing left.” Ricki let her gaze drift over the ruins again and another tear stole down her opposite cheek. “She took it all from me.”


  “You’re alive.” He kissed the top of her head. “That’s all that matters.”


  She turned to him and found herself in the circle of his arms again. “You’re right. As long as Xena makes it, too, that’s all that matters. The rest of this is just material.”


  Still, after all the love and work she’d put into this house, it hurt like hell that it was gone along with things she had treasured since she was a child.


  She leaned her head against Garrett’s chest as he held her and breathed in his scent, for one moment drinking it in before the stench of charred wood and smoke filled her senses again.


  Since the fire, she’d had moments where she’d been overwhelmed and she’d felt the depression creeping in on her. But then she’d come to the conclusion that she had her life and hopefully she had Garrett and Xena. She had to move beyond the depression and rebuild.


  As he held her, she felt a kind of comfort that no one else could give her.


  When she drew away from him, he rested his hands on her shoulders. “Are you ready to go home?”


  Despite her resolve, another tear rolled its way down her cheek and Garrett rubbed it away with his thumb.


  “I don’t have a home anymore.” She managed to choke the words out even though her throat was tight. “I have to start out from scratch.”


  The most she’d done was buy some clothing. All she’d had on was a robe the night of the fire. Her friend, Megan, who was about the same size, had given Ricki some things to wear so that she could go shopping. Megan had offered more, but Ricki had said Megan had done enough. Ricki appreciated it more than her friend could know.


  Every one of her friends had offered a place to stay until she had her own home again, but Ricki had refused. She hadn’t wanted to impose on anyone.


  “Don’t go back to the hotel.” He hooked his finger under her chin. “Come stay with me. Don’t say no this time.”


  She paused for a moment, thinking about the lonely hotel suite. Garrett had stayed with her at night, but when she was alone she couldn’t stop thinking about everything that had happened. “Okay.” She nodded. “Thank you.”


  “Good.” He kissed her, his lips firm and warm, and a little of the tension in her body dissipated. “Come on.” He raised his head and their gazes locked. “Let’s go make some new memories.”


  


  Chapter 32


  


  The day was gorgeous as they hiked West Fork Oak Creek Trail outside Sedona. Garrett wore a backpack with the lunch they’d put together while Ricki’s backpack contained a blanket and bottles of water, along with a few other things. What was intriguing, though, was that Garrett was carrying a covered basket and he wouldn’t tell her what was inside.


  Xena trotted along the creek, followed by Hercules, an eight-month-old chocolate lab that had been the golden retriever’s best buddy since she recovered from the stab wound.


  “Stay close, girl,” Ricki called out and Xena came to a stop beside the creek and gave a short bark of agreement. Hercules paused beside Xena then ran to Ricki and Garrett and bounded around them with enthusiasm.


  Garrett rubbed Hercules behind his ears before the lab caught up with Xena who was sniffing alongside the creek.


  Summer had faded into fall and the leaves were turning. Trees with leaves of orange, gold, red, brown, and green lined the trail that wended along the creek. It all smelled so fresh and clean, of fall, damp earth, and the scent of water running over moss-covered rocks.


  A slight chill in the air made Ricki’s cheeks feel like they were probably rosy, and her nose was cold. A hunter green turtleneck blouse with a plaid, flannel over-shirt, jeans, and a good pair of hiking boots with thick socks kept the rest of her comfortable.


  Garrett wore hiking boots and Wranglers along with a T-shirt covered by an over-shirt, and he’d chosen a ball cap rather than a Stetson.


  “I saw Aunt Madge at the bakery yesterday,” Ricki said.


  He smiled. “How is she doing?”


  “Still tickled pink that you and I have been dating since that night she set us up.” Ricki laughed. “She wanted to know how we’re doing.”


  Garrett raised an eyebrow. “And you told her…?”


  Ricki returned Garrett’s smile. “That I couldn’t ask for anything better.”


  He gave her a quick grin. “Good answer.”


  She shook her head and laughed.


  “Over here.” He nodded to a small, barely noticeable trail that led away from the one they were on. “We’ll follow this path and find a good place to eat.”


  They’d been hiking since nine and Ricki was ready for lunch. “So, what did you bring in that basket?” she asked as they headed down the new path.


  He gave her a quick grin. “You’ll see.”


  She shook her head. “Mystery man.”


  Xena and Hercules arrived at a small clearing and stopped and waited for Garrett and Ricki.


  “Perfect spot, Xena,” Garrett said and Xena wagged her tail faster.


  Garrett slipped out of his backpack and set it down along with the basket. Ricki dropped her backpack beside his and dug out the army green blanket and spread it out on the ground. He unpacked their lunch from his pack along with treats for the dogs.


  The dogs were each given a ham bone and they trotted off happily to eat a few feet away. For Garrett and Ricki, there were sandwiches with smoked ham in between thick slices of Ricki’s homemade bread. They’d roasted the ham last night and she’d made the bread early this morning. He’d topped his sandwiches with mayo and mustard while hers just had mustard. They’d also packed dill pickle spears and crisp little sweet pickles as well as sour cream and chives potato chips.


  The ground was bumpy beneath the blanket, but at that moment Ricki couldn’t remember ever feeling happier or more comfortable in her own skin. She’d been through so much with her ex and what had happened with Deena, yet everything seemed like a distant memory now.


  She’d become so content and happy in her life that she’d been able to gradually get off her meds and no longer needed them. Garrett knew everything about her and had been there for her every step of the way. She couldn’t imagine caring for or loving anyone more than she loved and cared for Garrett. He was interested in every part of her life and cared for her and everything she did.


  After they finished lunch, Ricki pointed to the basket. “Okay, time to tell me what’s in there.”


  He looked like he was hiding a mischievous smile. “Are you sure you want to know?”


  She socked him in the arm. “You’ve kept me waiting long enough.”


  He moved the basket beside him and opened it up. “Now don’t laugh.” He looked at her. “It’s the first cake I’ve ever made by myself with no one instructing me. Promise?”


  “A cake?” She grinned. “I promise.”


  He raised the lid on the basket and with both hands brought out a plate with the lumpiest chocolate cake she’d ever seen. She covered her mouth with her hand, trying not to laugh at the silly little-boy expression on his face.


  “You promised,” he said. “But you’re laughing.”


  She shook her head, still keeping her hand over her mouth, too afraid that she would laugh.


  “This is a special chocolate-upside-down cake,” he said and she snickered. “It’s specially made by taking a cake that has fallen and turning it upside down. And then that falls in the middle too, when the frosting is poured on.”


  At this, Ricki couldn’t help it. She burst out laughing and nearly started rolling on the blanket. “It’s, um, very nice,” she said between giggles.


  “But you haven’t seen the best part.” He pointed to a small red X made out of two short pieces of red licorice. He reached into the basket and brought out a knife and two paper plates while Ricki looked on, still grinning.


  He carefully cut a triangular slice with the X in the middle of it and set it on one of the paper plates. The cake, that looked like it had pudding poured over it, fell apart as he put the piece on the plate.


  Now wondering if she dared taste it, she looked over the piece while Garrett watched. “Do you have a fork—?” she started when something glinted in the middle of the cake mess, catching her eye. “You dropped something in the frosting.” She tilted her head to the side as she reached for the object and picked it up.


  The moment she picked it up she came to a complete stop, her eyes wide. She looked at Garrett whose expression looked almost hesitant.


  She brought the thing closer.


  It was a ring.


  Considering it was covered with chocolate frosting, it wasn’t easy to see what kind of ring at first, but then in the midst of the frosting she saw the sparkle of a diamond. A big diamond.


  Her gaze shot back to Garrett and he was grinning now.


  “A ring?” She held it up and stared at it as he moved closer.


  He took the ring from her as she stared at him open-mouthed. He grasped her left hand in his. “Will you marry me, Ricki?”


  “What?” She was so overwhelmed that for a moment she couldn’t think clearly. “Marry you?”


  “Just say yes,” he said as he held the diamond close to her ring finger.


  “Yes.” She smiled. “I will marry you.”


  He slid the ring onto her finger, chocolate frosting and all.


  She flung her arms around his neck and he caught her to him at the same time. He captured her mouth in a long kiss, leaving her breathless and dizzy. Garrett had just proposed. He’d just asked her to marry him.


  When he drew back she felt an overwhelming rush of joy and happiness. She looked at the frosting-covered diamond in an antique-style setting. “It’s beautiful.” She met his gaze. “Absolutely beautiful.”


  He touched her cheek. “You’re beautiful, Ricki. In every way that a woman could possibly be beautiful, inside and out.”


  A lump rose in her throat. The way he was looking at her made her feel cherished beyond belief. She’d never felt so loved in all her life.


  “You’re a wonderful man.” She brushed her lips over his. “An incredible, wonderful man and I’m going to spend every day of the rest of my life proving it to you.” She glanced at the cake disaster before she looked back at him. “Thank you for the amazing cake.”


  He laughed. “I’ll leave the next one up to the baker in the family.”


  She shook her head. “You can bake me a cake anytime you want.”


  “You haven’t even tasted it,” he said.


  “I don’t need to.” She smiled. “It was made by you and I already know I’ll love every bite.” She gave him a little grin. “As long as you didn’t substitute salt for sugar.”


  He wrapped her in his arms and held her close. “Oops.”


  With a grin he kissed her again.


  


  # # #


  Excerpt… Tying You Down


  Cheyenne McCray


  


  Butterflies traveled through Jo’s belly as she and Tate headed back to her house. What was she doing, inviting him over for dinner? It was one thing to go out with him, another to have him over for dinner.


  She let them into the house. It was a large home that she’d fallen in love with when she moved back to the town. She set her purse on the table in the foyer and he set his ball cap there, too, before she led him to the kitchen.


  Hair had escaped her braid and she pushed it out of her face as she turned to face him. “What sounds good?”


  He hitched his shoulder up against the archway into the kitchen and hooked his thumbs in the front pockets of his Wranglers. His T-shirt was pulled taut against his muscular chest and his hair was mussed from being under the ball cap. “Anything easy.”


  She rummaged around in the pantry and pulled out a package of angel hair pasta and a jar of three-cheese spaghetti sauce. “How about spaghetti? That’s fast.”


  “Great.” He watched her with an intense look that made her feel a little unnerved. “What can I do to help?”


  “Stand there and keep looking sexy,” she said without thinking.


  He grinned. “Sexy, huh?”


  She shrugged and tried to hide a smile. “You have your moments.” She grabbed the large stockpot she used to boil water in for pasta and filled it with water.


  While the water heated, she washed up then cut thick slices of the French bread she had just bought and made several pieces of garlic bread with fresh garlic and olive oil. When the water was boiling, she put the angel hair pasta in then grabbed a package of pre-made salad from the fridge and put it into a bowl.


  They talked as she put together the simple dinner and he set the table with dishes she got out of the cabinet and silverware from a drawer. He also set out the wine glasses and opened a bottle of Merlot from her wine rack. She kept wine on hand even though she only drank if she had company.


  She was glad he was so easy to talk with and there weren’t any lulls in conversation.


  When dinner was ready and on the table, they both slid into their chairs. They sat at the small table in the kitchen rather than the large one in the dining room.


  She served a huge pile of spaghetti in his pasta bowl before serving herself a much smaller amount. She was hungry, but she couldn’t help feeling like she was overdoing it today. She forced herself to shove aside thoughts of the chilidog, and bites of curly fries, and chocolate cake she’d had earlier. Spaghetti and a high-calorie day wasn’t going to hurt her. It was something she had to remind herself all the time. Counselors had told her that her fear of eating too much was something she’d probably have to work through for the rest of her life, and she’d found that to be true.


  “I had a great time today.” She smiled at him after she’d eaten some of the pasta and a piece of garlic toast. “I don’t know if I’ve had that much fun in a long time, especially on a date.”


  He returned her smile. “There’s more where that came from.”


  She took a sip of her Merlot then set her glass down. “Angling for another date?”


  “Is it working?” he asked as he twirled the pasta on his fork.


  “Maybe.” She felt a warmth inside her that she hadn’t felt in a long time. A sense of contentment that probably should have scared her, but right now it didn’t.


  She thought about Tate’s old girlfriend and wondered how much time he’d spent with her at lunch and what he and Daphne had talked about. But that wasn’t any of her business and if she said anything it would make it sound like she was jealous. She wasn’t, of course. She had nothing to be jealous of and no reason to be.


  As they ate, she would take him in from beneath her lashes. He was so large and virile, an alpha male that drew her for so many reasons. She enjoyed being around him and the fact was she was incredibly attracted to him, both mentally and physically.


  If he was everything he seemed to be, he was a good guy, too, like Charlee had said.


  After they put the small amount of leftovers away and loaded the dishes in the dishwasher, they walked out of the kitchen into the living room.


  He looked at her when they came to a halt. “I had a great day, Jo. Thank you for saying yes.”


  She slipped her hands into her back pockets to keep herself from touching him. She wanted nothing more than to feel his chest beneath her palms, his hair sliding through her fingers, his body tight against hers. And the way he was looking at her was enough to make her forget everything…forget every last hesitation she might have.


  He reached up and skimmed her cheek with his fingertips, his green eyes studying her for a long moment. He cupped her face in his palms and slowly began lowering his head toward hers.


  She caught her breath, a tangle of emotions whirling through her. Fear, excitement, even a little bit of shyness.


  And then his lips were pressed against hers and he was kissing her, gently exploring her mouth with his.


  It was perhaps the sweetest kiss she’d ever experienced. She found herself surprised that such a dominant man could be so gentle.


  She slipped her hands out of her pockets and touched him like she’d been dying to. She ran her palms over his hard biceps to his broad shoulders. Slowly she eased her hands down the firm muscles of his chest before moving back to his shoulders.


  Wanting more and more of him, she clenched her fingers in his T-shirt and pressed her mouth more firmly to his. She became the aggressor, desiring him so much that her entire body ached for him.


  He answered her with a groan and matched the strength of her kiss until he was dominating her. She loved a man in control when it came to passion and sex and she had a feeling that Tate could be everything she wanted and more.


  She moaned as he grasped her hip with one of his large hands and pulled her tight up against him as he slipped his hand into her hair and cupped the back of her head.


  His erection was large and rigid against her and a thrill went through her from her belly to the place between her thighs that now ached to have him fill her. Her nipples were hard and tight as his chest pressed against her breasts.


  She slid her arms to his neck, her hunger fierce, unbridled. He grasped her ass in both hands and then she wrapped her thighs around his hips and he was carrying her.


  The next thing she knew, her back was up against the wall, his jean-clad cock pressed against her hot center. She wished her own jeans were gone as well as his and that he was sliding into her now.


  Her mind spun from the kiss and she could barely breathe. He moved one of his hands beneath her top and his palm cupped her breast through the satin of her bra. She gasped as he fondled and pinched her nipple.


  He broke the kiss and she tilted her head back as he moved his lips down the column of her throat to the V of her blouse. He shoved up the material and pulled down her bra, exposing her breasts to his gaze.


  Her nipples tightened ever more and she gave a loud moan as he ran his tongue over each of the hard nubs. She slid her hands into his hair, pressing him tighter to her breasts as he sucked and licked one nipple and then the other.


  He moved his hips, rubbing his cock against her, mimicking what he would do when he took her. His cock was so rigid and hard that it felt like it could bruise her if he pressed any harder.


  


  # # #


  


  Excerpt… Fencing You In


  Cheyenne McCray


  


  “I don’t date playboys.” Tess Grady wiped down the bar, shaking her head and trying not to smile as she looked at Gage McBride sitting on the stool in front of her. “Once again, the answer is no.”


  “Playboy?” The cowboy raised a brow as he set down his cold mug of beer. “Now I’m a playboy?”


  “A cowboy with a girl in every town.” Tess began polishing a glass. “I’ve heard the rumors.”


  “You believe everything you hear?” An amused smile curved the corner of his mouth. “Don’t tell me you judge a man based on rumors.”


  She shrugged one shoulder. “If the Stetson fits…”


  He leaned forward, folding his muscular arms on the bar. Hell, every part of the man appeared muscular. She was loath to admit it, but the thought of undressing such a hot package made her mouth water. “Why don’t you get to know me?” he asked. “Judge for yourself.”


  As she polished another glass, she tried to ignore the pull the cowboy had on her. Ever since Nectars had opened, Gage had been coming into the bar and would flirt with her when she wasn’t working in the Hummingbird, the restaurant side of her family’s establishment. Most of the time, she was in the restaurant so she didn’t see Gage often enough for him to corner her like he had now.


  When he was near, he set her senses on fire, and she always tried to find a way to get away from the man as fast as possible. Unfortunately, today wasn’t a day she could escape because they were short-staffed in the bar.


  She blew a blonde curl out of her eyes. “No thanks,” she said despite the fact that she was so very tempted.


  Clear green eyes without a hint of hazel in them studied her. His eyes held the kind of sensuality that caused a woman’s belly to squirm. He had dark hair and just enough stubble on his jaws to add to his rough, sexy appearance.


  The tempting thing with Gage was that rough and sexy was natural. He was not some guy trying to look like a hardworking cowboy. She’d been told how successful his water well drilling business was and that he might play hard but he worked even harder. Of course, she’d never let him know she’d been intrigued enough to learn more about him. She found it curious and rather attractive that he never mentioned his business success to lure her in.


  “Come on, Tess.” Gage’s sexy drawl was enough to make her toes curl. “One date.”


  She opened her mouth to respond when she saw a tall, gorgeous redhead making a beeline through the establishment, headed straight for Gage. A flare of heat was in the woman’s gaze and she looked like she could spit flames.


  She came up behind Gage, so angry looking that Tess could imagine the woman’s eyes glowing red. “Well hello, Gage.” The redhead spat the words with venom.


  A pained expression crossed his face and Tess thought she might have seen him wince.


  Slowly he turned toward the redhead and smiled. “Hi, Nandra.”


  “You—” Nandra raised her hand and slapped Gage hard across his left cheek “—bastard.” The sound of her hand contacting flesh was loud.


  The few patrons in the bar went quiet.


  The woman cut her gaze to Tess. “So you’re his little squeeze now? Just don’t get too comfortable.” Nandra spun around and marched out of the bar, her heels clicking on the wood floor.


  Gage watched Nandra walk out as he rubbed his jaw while talking resumed. Fortunately, those in the bar all had full drinks and Tess could enjoy Gage’s discomfort.


  He looked back at Tess as she was trying to hold back laughter. He picked up his cold beer mug and put it against the side of his face. “She packs some power.”


  “You have a way with the ladies.” Tess looked at him with amusement.


  “Second time this month.” He gave a rueful smile as he lowered his mug to the bar. “I guess you might as well just slap me now and get it over with.”


  Tess did laugh then. “Assuming I’d be foolish enough go out with you to begin with.” She gestured toward the entrance. “And that was not the best endorsement.” She braced her hands on the bar. “I suppose you didn’t deserve that.”


  “No, I deserved it.” His admission surprised Tess. “Long story.”


  She leaned down and rested her elbow on the bar, her chin in her hand. “The bar is nearly empty. I have time.”


  He grinned. “Go out with me and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Good try.”


  “How about tomorrow night?” His green eyes held hers and she knew exactly what a romance heroine meant when she felt like she was melting. She felt like her bones had gone soft and she was breathing a little faster.


  Damn.


  She pushed away from the bar and felt like she had to physically break the connection with him to do so. “I’m busy.”


  “Is that right?” he said.


  “My daughter has a kindergarten open house.” Tess smiled at the thought of Jenny then felt an immediate stab of guilt that she had to work so late when she should be home with her.


  Gage started to say something but to Tess’s relief, a crowd of young adults pushed their way into Nectars.


  “Excuse me.” She gave Gage a quick smile then moved down the bar to where one of the young men had come up to order. “I’ll need to see your ID,” she said to the guy. He pulled out his driver’s license and handed it to her. The license had the name Hal Johnson on it. When she returned it, she gave a nod in the direction of the two young women and another young man who sat as a nearby table. “Theirs, too, if they’re ordering drinks, Hal.”


  Hal looked a little annoyed, but said “All right.”


  After checking everyone’s ID and making sure they were at least twenty-one, Tess took their orders and served up beers for them.


  When she finished with that group, two separate couples walked through the door. The evening crowd had begun to filter in. She glanced back to where Gage had been sitting and saw that he was gone, and that once again he’d left a generous tip sticking out from beneath his beer mug.


  Even though he’d left, she still felt as if she could sense him watching her. Warmth spread over her skin as if he was touching her now. Just thinking about the man was going to drive her crazy. She shook her head. Damn.


  There was something about Gage McBride that intrigued her in ways she couldn’t begin to understand. She liked solid, dependable men like the man she’d married. Steve had died from a car accident some time ago and she hadn’t dated anyone since he’d passed away. Pain still squeezed her heart when she thought about him but the pain had faded enough that maybe she should start dating again.


  But not a sexy cowboy ladies man. That was not smart. Not smart at all.


  


  # # #


  


  Excerpt… Roping Your Heart


  Cheyenne McCray


  


  “I guess that will have to do for today.” Cat brushed her hair out of her eyes as she started to organize the papers on Blake’s desk. “We can work on this more another day.” She glanced from the papers to him. He was sitting in the chair beside her now, in front of the desk. “My schedule is still pretty open,” she said. “When is a good time for us to get together again?”


  He was studying her, his gaze so intense that she felt the heat of it on her skin. “Friday night at seven,” he said.


  “Friday night?” It took a moment to register that he was asking her out. “Oh.” She hesitated and he kept looking at her with that same dark look. “I—sure.”


  She felt warning bells going off in her head, but too late. It wasn’t good to spend so much time with the man. She was going to fall head over heels for him again.


  If she hadn’t already.


  She looked away from the intensity of his gaze and got to her feet. From her peripheral vision she saw him stand, then felt the heat of his body when he moved closer to her.


  “I think we made pretty good progress.” Her heart pounded faster and she busied herself with making each stack on the desktop perfectly neat. “We might be able to get everything done in one more meeting.” She rushed her words, feeling like she was babbling.


  “KitCat.” His voice was soft and she went still at the low, throbbing quality of it.


  Slowly, she lifted her eyes to meet his. He was looking at her intently. Her lips parted, but she couldn’t think of a thing to say.


  He took her by the shoulders, bringing her face to face with him. “Damn, Cat. I don’t know how much longer I can be around you without having you.”


  Her eyes widened and her lips parted. He wanted her?


  He gripped her upper arms tighter, the pressure of his fingers almost hurting her. “Damn,” he said again before he jerked her up against him and brought his mouth hard down on hers.


  She gasped as he took control of her mouth, kissing her hard. It was more primal than the night before, almost wild. She didn’t remember him kissing like this before. It was as if the man he had been before had matured, becoming more dominant and decisive. She knew he’d decided he was going to have her. If she said no, he’d let her go, but she didn’t want to say no. She wanted him.


  A groan rose up in him and she followed his lead, letting him take the kiss to a level of passion she’d never experienced before. He released her shoulders and slid his hands over her blouse to her waist then cupped her ass and pulled her up tight to him. The feel of his erection against her belly sent fire through her straight between her thighs.


  She breathed in his clean, masculine scent and reveled in his taste and the feel of his hands on her. She moved her hands up his chest, feeling the soft cotton of his T-shirt beneath her palms, and then she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her breasts against him.


  When he broke the kiss, he moved his lips along her jawline to her throat. His stubble felt rough against her skin but something about the sandpapery feel of it made her even more excited.


  “I’m not going to be able to help myself with you.” He groaned as he pulled her short skirt above her ass and felt the silky panties underneath. The heat of his palms burned through the thin material to her skin and it almost felt like she was wearing nothing at all. “Hell, you’d better tell me now if you want to stop.”


  “Don’t stop.” She moaned, as he trailed his lips and tongue from the hollow of her throat to the V in her blouse.


  He whirled her so that she was backed up against the desk and she had to brace her hands on the stacks of papers to either side of her in order to balance herself. She arched her back as he moved his hands to the buttons on her blouse. His big fingers fumbled with the buttons and he gave a low growl and grasped the material.


  Buttons flew and she gasped as he tore the blouse open. She heard the ping of buttons but was barely conscious of them as he pushed her blouse over her shoulders and down her arms before she shook it the rest of the way off.


  


  # # #


  


  


  Excerpt… Branded for You


  Cheyenne McCray


  


  The afternoon was cooling off as it turned to dusk and then darkness descended on them. They each grabbed a light sweat jacket from the camper and slipped them on.


  Ryan took a couple of steaks out of the cooler to cook over the fire. Megan sliced the potatoes and wrapped them in foil with butter and seasonings and put them in the coals first. Ryan buttered, salted, and peppered the corn on the cob and wrapped them in foil, too. When it was time, they placed the corn along the edge of the fire. Ryan had cored out the onion and put butter in the center and wrapped it in foil and put it in the coals, as well. The steaks went on last, when everything else was just about finished cooking.


  When it was ready, they sat on the camping chairs in front of the fire and ate dinner.


  “This is unbelievable,” Megan said with a smile.


  Firelight flickered on her pretty features, casting shadows in the darkness as they ate. He thought about what he’d said to her earlier.


  “I might be falling for you, Meg.”


  He didn’t regret his words. He’d dated a lot of women in the past but there’d just been something missing. Something intangible that he hadn’t been able to name.


  He’d never been a love ’em and leave ’em kind of guy, but some thought so. He just wasn’t going to hang in there with someone if he knew she wasn’t the right one.


  He’d never felt the same way with anyone that he did with Megan.


  Last night he’d taken her hard and rough, and the memory caused his groin to ache. Damn she’d been amazing. But she needed to know that he wanted more from her than a night of good, hard sex.


  When they finished dinner and had cleaned up, he brought a blanket from the camper and handed it to her before he put out the fire. After he extinguished the fire, he lit a candle within a glass and metal hurricane lantern.


  He took her by the hand. “I’ve got something I want to show you.” Her hand was warm in his.


  She smiled up at him, her smile causing something deep inside him to stir. He led her into the forest, candlelight from the hurricane lantern lighting the way. The candlelight was much gentler than a regular camping lantern and the shadows from it bounced from tree to tree.


  “I saw a place somewhere over here,” he murmured as they walked through the forest then came to a stop. “Here we go.”


  A small clearing lay on the other side of a fallen tree, a bed of leaves at the center of the clearing. They stepped over the tree and then he found a sturdy place to set the hurricane before taking the blanket from Megan and spreading it out on the leaves.


  He slipped out of his jacket and set it on the fallen tree. “I’ll keep you warm,” he said as he held out his hand.


  She looked up at him, slid off her sweat jacket, handed it to him and he set it on top of his own.


  He sat on the blanket and beckoned to her. She eased onto her knees beside him and he cupped her face in his hands and lowered his head and kissed her.


  Her kiss was sweet and his desire for her kicked into full gear. He wanted to take her hard again, right now. But more importantly, he wanted to show her that it wasn’t only about rough sex with him. It was all about her.


  When he drew away from the kiss, her lips were parted, hunger in her pretty green eyes.


  “You’re an incredible woman.” He brushed his thumb over her lips, which trembled beneath his touch. “I’ve loved every minute of this weekend.”


  “So have I,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. “I wish it didn’t have to end.”


  “It doesn’t.” He nuzzled her hair that was silky now that it had dried. “When we return, we just pick right back up where we left off.”


  She smiled and he kissed her again. She felt so soft and warm in his arms. He slid his hand under her T-shirt, pleased she didn’t have her bra on as he cupped her bare breast and rubbed his thumb over her nipple. He watched her expression as her lips parted and her eyes grew dark with need.


  He drew the T-shirt over her head and set it on the fallen tree. Candlelight flickered, gently touching her bare shoulders and chest.


  “You know how much I love your body and how beautiful I think you are,” he murmured before stroking her nipples with the back of his hand.


  He cupped her breasts, feeling their weight in his hands before he lowered his head and sucked a nipple.


  She gasped and leaned back so that her hands were braced behind her on the blanket, her back arched so that he had better access to her breasts. He pressed them together and moved his mouth from one to the other, sucking one nipple before moving his mouth to the other one. Her nipples were large and hard and he loved sucking on them.


  “I want you on your back, looking at me.” He adjusted her so that she was lying on the blanket. Her eyes glittered in the light, desire on her features.


  He was surprised at how she made him want to go slow with her, to be gentle and show her how much he cared. She stirred things inside him he’d never felt with another woman.
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  Excerpt… Roses and Rodeo


  Cheyenne McCray


  


  Please Note: this is the youngest McBride brother’s story!


  


  “No thank you.” Danica turned down yet another offer from a cowboy to buy her a drink.


  After she declined, she dismissed the cowboy with a genuine smile. She moved away to search the room with her gaze for Kelsey. She held onto her beer bottle as she moved through the crowd.


  The bar was packed with men and women in western attire and a country-western band had been playing familiar tunes all night. She liked that the slot machines were outside the bar and the constant ringing and cha-ching of machines wasn’t competing with the good music.


  She’d caught herself lightly tapping her boot since she’d come into the bar, but she hadn’t been in the mood to dance. Usually she did, but tonight she had a headache that alcohol hadn’t been able to kick. Thank goodness smoking had been banned from bars and restaurants in Las Vegas or her headache would have magnified.


  Her gaze slid past Creed who had three women around him. Kelsey had called the women buckle bunnies, female groupies. From what she’d seen, the groupies tended to wear tight jeans and boots with skimpy tops and bright, flashy accessories like a belt with a big buckle that had lots of dazzle.


  She moved her gaze away from the cowboy and groupies then spotted her petite friend who was leaning against Darryl, her hand on his chest, looking into the tall cowboy’s eyes. It was a sweet, romantic picture the way he was looking at her. Danica hoped Kelsey wouldn’t get her heart broken. She’d been through far too much and she deserved a good guy. Danica had met him earlier in the night when Kelsey had introduced them. He seemed okay, but she’d reserve judgment for later.


  Her cell phone had vibrated in her pocket three separate times. She was sure they were messages from Barry, so she didn’t bother to look.


  From the corner of her eye, she found herself looking at Creed. This time a woman who looked upset was talking with him and the buckle bunnies were gone. He reached up and brushed something from beneath her eye with his thumb. He said something to her and she nodded, then turned and walked in Danica’s direction. The woman bumped into Danica, nearly making her drop her beer bottle.


  Danica took a step back and shook her head. She looked at Darryl and Kelsey again. They really did look like a cute couple. She glanced away from the pair to check her watch. It was still early but she really wasn’t in the mood to party. Maybe she’d tell Kelsey about her headache and that she was going to head up to their suite in the casino resort hotel that was on the strip. She wouldn’t mind a bath in the amazing jetted tub.


  “Heading off so early?” The deep drawl caught her attention. She immediately loved the male voice and turned to find herself facing Creed McBride.


  She raised her brows. “Who says I’m leaving?”


  He gave a slow, sexy grin. “Honey, you’ve been trying to head out that door all night.”


  Her face warmed. “You’ve been watching me?”


  “Ever since you walked into the room.” He searched her gaze. “Just waiting for a chance to catch your attention. I don’t think there’s a cowboy in this place who hasn’t offered to buy you a drink.”


  She studied his eyes. He had dark hair and nice eyes that were a gorgeous shade of green. “Who’s to say I’m not going to send you packing?”


  His gaze held hers. “I’m hoping my luck will hold out. I think this is the longest conversation you’ve had with any cowboy you’ve met tonight.”


  Amusement sparked in his eyes as he spoke. He had that same ease and confidence in his manner in person as she’d seen before he’d ridden that bull and even after his ride.


  He was about as tall as her four brothers, around six-two, but a little younger—she’d guess about thirty-three. His white shirt and Wrangler jeans fit him oh-so-well, and his white western hat was tilted up enough that she could study his eyes. He was definitely hot in an alpha male, bad boy kinda way.


  “I’m Creed McBride.” He held out his hand.


  “My name is Danica and you’re right, I’m heading up to my room.” She smiled as she took his hand. “Nice meeting you,” she added but couldn’t get herself to turn away. In fact she had a hard time getting herself to release his hand. His grip was firm and warm, his hand callused from hard work.


  It was probably only seconds but it seemed as though it carried on longer before she finally drew back her hand.


  “Pretty name.” He looked like he wanted to touch her again to keep her from leaving but held himself back. She didn’t know why she thought he did, but she could almost feel the brush of his fingers against her cheek even though he hadn’t reached for her at all. He studied her and she felt warmth go through her at the intensity in her look. “I bet you’re told all of the time what gorgeous blue eyes you have. Such a brilliant blue,” he said.


  “Is that a pick-up line?” She raised an eyebrow.


  “You know it’s not.” He smiled. “It’s an observation.”


  It was true that she got that all of the time. She and her four brothers had the same eye color and her aunt called them “Cameron blue”.


  “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to two-step with me?” Creed gave a nod to the dance floor. “I haven’t had a chance to dance all night.”


  She wanted to ask him why not when gorgeous women had surrounded him all night, or the other woman he’d been talking with, but she didn’t want him to know that he’d captured her attention tonight, more than once. Fortunately, she didn’t think he’d caught her at it.


  Darryl came up to Creed’s side and he put his arm around Creed’s neck. “Do you know who you’re talkin’ to?” Darryl raised his beer bottle with his opposite hand. “You should be damned impressed. This is Creed McBride, two-time world bull riding champion.”


  Creed looked uncomfortable and Danica’s lips twisted with amusement as she teased him. “I’m impressed by a lot of things, but riding an animal out to kill you isn’t one of them. I’m more impressed by the person.”


  “Felt the heat on that one.” A slight grin curved the corner of Creed’s mouth, obviously knowing she was teasing, and he disengaged from Darryl. “Why don’t you go find that cute little blonde you’ve been with all night?” he said to Darryl.


  Darryl turned his gaze on Danica and slowly looked her up and down. Disgust flowed through her at the blatant way he was undressing her with his gaze. “What about this sexy thing?” He grinned. “Danica, right?”


  “Yes.” She folded her arms across her chest. “Best friend to Kelsey Richards. Where is she, by the way?”


  Darryl jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “She’s waiting for me by the bar.”


  Danica put her hands on her hips. “I think I might need to go have a talk with her.”


  “Just havin’ a little fun.” Darryl straightened. “I best be getting back to Kelsey.”


  Danica frowned, wondering if she should go have a talk with her friend. But then Danica wondered if maybe she was reading too much into the way he’d been looking at her.


  Darryl touched the brim of his hat. “Ma’am,” he said politely, his demeanor completely changed. Darryl slapped Creed on the shoulder then turned and headed toward the bar where Danica caught a glimpse of Kelsey.


  “Come on.” Creed indicated that dance floor with a nod. “Give this cowboy a dance.”


  The only indecision that warred within her was the thought of getting to know him better, maybe even liking him, when she’d already decided that she wouldn’t want to date a bull rider. Not that dancing with him meant that he even wanted a relationship with her.


  Against her better judgment, she found herself nodding. “All right.”


  He flashed a smile at her and took her by the hand. She set her beer bottle on a table as they passed by and then they were on the dance floor.


  It was a lively two-step and they fell into the dance as if they’d been doing it together forever. She’d been country-western dancing since she was a little girl and it was obvious he was plenty experienced, too.


  When the one dance was over, another tune started right away and he swung her into a country waltz. She found herself laughing as they danced and then she realized her headache had vanished. Every touch of his hands sent warmth throughout her body. Or was that just the heat of her skin from dancing?


  She was ready to walk off the dance floor the moment the next song struck up, a slow tune, but Creed took her by the hand then brought her into his arms, catching her off guard. She braced her palms on his shoulders to keep him from holding her too close. He leaned down to whisper in her ear.


  His warm breath caused a shiver to run through her as he murmured, “Thank you for the dances.”


  She swallowed, trying to not let his closeness affect her…the solidness of his body, his masculine scent, and the heat of his large hands at her waist. She cleared her throat but couldn’t get anything out.


  “I’d like to see you again,” he said close to her ear.


  She drew back and gave him a skeptical look. “You’re a bull rider. You don’t stay in one place for too long.”


  “Long enough,” he said. “Where are you from?”


  “I’m from southern Arizona, in the San Rafael Valley,” she said. “But I now live in San Diego.”


  “There you go.” He gave her a little grin. “We do have something in common. I’m from just north of Phoenix, in Kirkland, between Prescott and Wickenburg.” He touched a lock of her long, dark hair. “What’s an Arizona country girl doing in San Diego?”


  “I work as a research associate at the University of California,” she said. “In our department we do breeding maintenance, genotyping, cloning, and other related projects.”


  “I’m impressed.” He continued to lightly play with her hair. “Did you go to the University of Arizona?”


  She nodded. “Yes.”


  “I graduated from the U of A twelve years ago,” he said with a grin. “I’d bet you were at least eight years behind me.”


  “Something like that.” She smiled. “What was your major?”


  “Animal Sciences.”


  The song ended, surprising her. The time had passed faster than she’d expected.


  “I’d better go,” she said as they drew apart.


  “Why?” He walked beside her as she left the dance floor.


  “It’s getting late.” And she was becoming far too interested in this bull rider.


  He caught her by her hand and drew her to a stop. “Sure I can’t talk you into a drink?”


  “You already talked me into dancing with you.” She smiled. “But no, not a drink.”


  “Give me your phone number,” he said. “I want to see you again.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t date bull riders.”


  With a laugh he said, “Why not?”


  “It’s too dangerous a sport,” she said. “I’d be worried all the time.”


  “You’d worry about me?” He had that sexy grin again.


  Somehow she felt off-balance by his reply. “I suppose I would, if we were dating. Which isn’t a possibility because, like I said, I don’t date bull riders.”


  “Why don’t you give me a chance?” he said. “I’ll show you that you don’t have to worry about me.”


  She put her hands on her hips. “How many bones have you broken over the years? How many concussions have you had? How many times have you had to be stitched up?”


  He winced.


  “Or,” she went on, “maybe you should just tell me what bones you haven’t broken. Yet.”


  He shook his head. “It’s not as bad as it sounds.”


  “Oh?” She folded her arms across her chest. “How many times have you ridden even when you were injured rather than waiting for those bones and injuries to heal?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “More times than you can count, I’ll bet.”


  He laughed and raised his hands. “Aw, come on, Danica. Just give me a chance.”


  She liked the way he said her name. His voice had a raw, sensual quality about it. “I’m heading up to my room now,” she said. “It really was nice meeting you.”


  “So you’re staying here,” he said as she turned away and he fell into step beside her.


  She realized her mistake when she’d said “up to my room.” She paused mid-step and shook her head as she faced him. “Good night, Creed.”


  “I know when I’m not wanted.” A smile was on his lips though when he said the words. “Good night, Danica.”


  As she walked out of the bar and made her way to the elevators, she found it hard not to look over her shoulder. She could feel him watching her and if she looked, she might find herself turning around and going back.
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