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      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. She turned to dispense a cup of dark roast coffee from one of the giant coffee thermoses, then put a lid on 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.
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      “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.
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      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.
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