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Chapter one
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Ruby Cutter stood outside the salon wondering how she’d let her cousin Jackie and Arlene, her cousin’s maid of honor, talk her into getting a make-over for the bachelorette party tonight. She was self-conscious of the short bob the hair-stylist insisted would look wonderful on her. Her long neck always made her feel like a baby giraffe in a human body. Her long thin arms and legs didn’t help that feeling any. But to have her neck exposed and no long, stringy blonde hair to hide it, she felt as if she stood on the street naked. 

And people were gawking. Her face heated and the tips of her ears burned.

“Look at all those men giving you the eye,” Arleen said, hooking her arm through Ruby’s. “You’re going to have all the men at The Crystal Bar watching you.”

“I don’t want all the men at the bar to watch me. I want my hair back.” Ruby stood up the collar of her button-up shirt to hide her exposed neck. 

Jackie turned her collar down. “You have a graceful neck. Men love a long-necked woman.” She grinned. “Anyway, Thad likes my long neck, he says it gives him more to kiss.”

Ruby studied her cousin. They were the same height, but her cousin had a curvy, filled-out form while she had minimal curves. “I don’t—”

“Stop don’t-ing. We’re going to get you a fun outfit.” Arlene led her down the street to an upscale boutique. 

“I can’t afford whatever is in there,” Ruby said, digging her heels in. She had lived in Bozeman the last four years working as an I.T. person for a large law firm. She didn’t spend her money frivolously on clothes she couldn’t wear to work. She spent her money on fun technology.

“You can’t go out with that hair and makeup without a new outfit.” Jackie dragged her into the boutique.

~*~
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Four hours later her stomach gurgled from hunger, but Jackie and Arleen had managed to make her look like a runway model. She had on high-heeled boots of soft leather that went up to her knees. Her flowy, flowery skirt was a good six inches above her boots. A teal, silky, boat-neck top covered her upper body while bangle bracelets jangled on her wrists and a bulky necklace with the same colors as in the skirt lay on her chest. She had to admit, she loved the big, bright-colored hoop earrings Arleen talked her into purchasing. She felt daring and vivacious as they walked into the crowded bar. 

She glanced at her cell phone. It was only seven and the place was already full. “Don’t you want to party somewhere with less people?” she asked Jackie.

“No. They have an out of town band playing. I heard them once before. The lead singer is cute and has a good voice.”

She stared at her cousin. “You aren’t planning on running off with this singer and leaving Thad standing at the alter?”

Her cousin laughed. “No. I would never leave Thad. He’s my soulmate. But I can fantasize about what life on the road with a singer would be like.”

Arleen found a table with two chairs. She promptly struck up a conversation with three guys at a table with four chairs. 

Ruby sunk into one of the chairs, glad to not be towering over most of the people. She looked up and realized she was alone. A man with a short, neatly trimmed, graying beard hovered not far from the table. When she made eye contact he smiled and started her way. 

She wasn’t a bar person. Her first instinct was to jump up and run, but then her friends wouldn’t know where to find her. And this was Jackie’s night. 

“Hello,” the man said.

“Hello.” She glanced up at him then back down at her hands, twisted together in her lap.

“Care if I join you?” He put his hand on a chair.

“I’m sorry, this is a girls only party,” Arleen said, placing a third chair at the table and sitting down. “But if we see you on the dance floor later, we’ll dance with you.”

The man bowed his head and walked away.

“Thank you!” Ruby said, willing her racing heart to stop. She didn’t know how to send the man away.

“All you have to do is tell them to buzz off and they will.” Arleen glanced back over at the table where she’d commandeered the chair.

“You know I don’t even tell off the jerks at work that act like I don’t know anything because I’m a woman.” She sighed. She really had to grow a pair of balls and not worry about hurting people’s feelings. 

Jackie returned with three huge glasses of an icy, fruity looking drink and a basket of wings. She placed the tray on the table and picked up a glass. “Ladies, a toast to my last party night as a free woman.” 

They clinked glasses and drank. 

Ruby enjoyed the cool, sweet drink. She slurped it up and ate two wings as the drone of voices ebbed and flowed. “This place is loud,” she shouted at her friends.

“Wait until the music starts.” Jackie finished off her drink and waved over a waitress. “Three more.”

“If there’s alcohol in this, you’re going to have to pack me out of here.” Ruby picked up another chicken wing and tried focusing on the cardboard characters tacked to the ceiling. “Is that really Luke Skywalker?” she asked, pointing with the wing.

“Yes.” Arleen put her hand down. “You might want to eat more chicken and drink less or you’ll make our night end early.” 

She nodded. 

When the waitress returned with drinks, Arleen ordered more wings and a basket of fries. 

Ruby hadn’t eaten this much greasy food in a long time. After half the basket of fries was consumed, she needed a trip to the restroom. 

Arleen escorted her through the crowd. “You know how to get back?” 

“I can make it back.” Ruby pushed her way into the ladies’ room, took care of business, and splashed water on her face, trying to clear her head.

She shoved the door to the dark hallway open and heard it hit something. 

“Damn!” a masculine voice cursed.

Her first instinct was to flee back into the sanctuary of the restroom, but the door opened wider and she stared into a pair of angry eyes under the brim of a cowboy hat. 

“I’m so sorry. Did I break anything?” She put her hands out to touch him and swayed forward. 
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Chapter Two
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Dillon Wallis grabbed the tall, pretty blonde by the arms to stop her from toppling forward. The only thing she’d damaged was the outside of this guitar case. The door had startled him more than doing any real damage.

“Hey, you’re a little unsteady. You might want to slow down on the drinks.” He eased her back down the hall, away from the restroom doors and closer to the staircase leading up to the second floor stage. 

“I’ve only had one,” she said, grinning like the one drink was an epic accomplishment.

“Well then, I’d say one is your limit.” He grinned back at her. She had a cute little dimple on her left cheek. 

“My cousin, it’s her bachelorette party, just bought me another one. Have you had a fruity drink before? They’re good.” She wiped a long hand across her forehead, jangling bracelets. 

“Maybe I should escort you back to your cousin.” Dillon set his guitar case on the stairs and took her hand in his. She stood a few inches taller than him. He glanced down. The lower half of her long legs were encased in leather boots with four-inch heels. 

“Where is your cousin?” he asked, leading her toward the packed room.

“We were over there, under Luke Skywalker.”

He glanced the direction of her raised hand. Sure enough, there was a cardboard cutout of the Star Wars hero. With her using an intergalactic character to navigate by and her lack of consuming alcoholic beverages, he had a feeling she didn’t usually hit the bar scene.

She followed alongside him through the maze of people, mumbling “excuse me” every time she bumped someone.

A blonde with similar facial features but a curvier body jumped up as they approached the table. 

“Ruby, we were just wondering if we needed to send out a search party.” The woman’s smile turned all teeth, and her eyes widened. “But it looks like you found a handsome man to keep us company.”

“No, Ma’am. I’m just helping Ruby back to her table. We bumped into one another. I could see she wasn’t in any shape to navigate the floor on her own.” He settled the woman called Ruby into the empty chair. “Maybe I’ll get a chance to catch up to you later.” He gave the hand he held a squeeze.

Ruby smiled at him. “I’d like that. And I owe you a drink for banging the door into you.”

“You don’t, but I’ll see about taking you up on that. I have to get back to work.” He departed before the other two women could quiz him. It had been a rule of his since he’d started traveling to gigs, not to give out any information about himself. He didn’t want some woman thinking he needed a roadie. 

At the stairs, he picked up his guitar and took the steps two at a time to the second floor. This venue was a first for him. The band had been here before but with a different lead singer. He’d just booked this gig last week. The drummer was an old friend. He’d called up saying they needed a singer for this weekend in Bozeman, and could Dillon do it? 

He didn’t even have to think about it. The only way to make a living as a singer and get his songs heard was by hitting the road, making demo tapes, and hoping the right person saw him. He’d called his cousin, Lacey, and asked if he could crash with her and her husband, Jared, for the weekend. She never turned down family and it saved money. 

They planned to come listen to him tomorrow night. 

“Where you been?” Barry, the drummer, asked. 

“Helping a drunk chick find her way back to the nest.” He didn’t bother saying anymore even though he could tell Barry was pondering the comment. 

As soon as all the introductions were made, and the instruments tuned, they played the first song. 

As he sang, his eyes wandered to the threesome at the table under Luke Skywalker. He saw the minute they recognized who he was. He grinned and saluted, singing about how a woman had broken his heart. 
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Chapter Three
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Ruby couldn’t believe the man she’d hit with the door was the lead singer of the band. She leaned close to Jackie. “How come you didn’t tell me he was the singer?”

Jackie shook her head. “He’s not the guy they had the last time they were here. But he is dreamy.” 

She could agree with her cousin on that. Not only was he nice to look at, his voice, especially when he looked at her and sang, made her warm in all the right places. She was going to take his advice. The next time the waitress came by, she ordered a soda. Only one fruity drink for her. 

Jackie and Arleen were dancing when the man with the beard came back to the table. 

“I see your friends are off having fun. Care to dance with me?” 

He seemed like a nice enough guy, but her heart was set on a boy from high school and until she ran into him again, she really didn’t want to give anyone the wrong idea. “I’m sorry. I don’t like to dance. I’m just here supporting my cousin who’s getting married next weekend.”

The man shrugged and wandered back to the bar. She felt sorry for him. He seemed to be here alone, but she wasn’t sorry enough to dance with him. 

“We’re going to take a fifteen-minute break,” the singer said and the band members all stood up and disappeared from view. 

Jackie and Arleen returned from dancing and started sucking down their third fruity drink. 

“How can you two drink that and not be flat on the floor?” Ruby asked.

“Practice,” Arleen said, and the two started laughing.

Ruby didn’t know what was so funny. She stared at her two friends and plucked a cold fry from the basket in the middle of the table right next to her slushy second fruity drink.

The waitress came over and set another soda on the table.

“I didn’t order this,” Ruby said, pushing the drink back across the table toward the waitress.

“It’s from him.” The woman nodded toward the end of the bar. 

The singer raised a glass of what appeared to also be soda. 

She smiled and raised her glass. 

“It appears you have an admirer,” Jackie said, sliding off her stool. “Want me to invite him over?”

Ruby wasn’t sure what she wanted. “I-I don’t want him to think—”

“That’s the fun of a night like this, you don’t think.” Arleen slid off her chair and marched straight over to the man. 

His eyes narrowed as Arleen approached. 

Ruby would have liked to slither under the table. She hated being embarrassed. 

~*~
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Dillon hadn’t planned on anything coming of his sending a soda to Ruby, but here came one of her friends, marching across the room like she was on a mission. He glanced past her to the tall blonde. Her dimple was gone. Her pale skin was red and her eyes wide like a frightened calf. She hadn’t sent her friend over, that was clear.

“Hello, I’m Ruby’s friend, Arleen,” The woman put a hand out.

Dillion grasped her hand. It was smaller and plumper than Ruby’s. “Dillon.”

“Ruby’s shy. And doesn’t usually drink. We’re here having a small bachelorette party for Jackie. If you could maybe find a way to dance one dance with Ruby, it would make her night.” 

He stared into the woman’s eyes. She was drunk, but he also saw sincerity. She thought her friend, the one that looked as if she’d stepped out of a fashion magazine needed her ego propped up. 

The fifteen minutes was up. “I can’t make any promises.” He put his glass down on the counter and followed the other band members back up to the stage.

As he sang the next set of songs, his gaze had a mind of its own, finding Ruby and watching her turn away man after man who approached her when her friends were on the dance floor. The woman sipped her drink, nibbled on the wings, and watched the people. She appeared uncomfortable.

The more he watched her, the more he wanted to know her story. She was gorgeous but acted as if she didn’t want anyone to see her. A couple times, she made gestures that made him wonder when she’d cut her hair. 

His curiosity got the better of him. On the next break, he picked up his soda from the bar and wandered over to the table under Luke Skywalker. 

He made eye contact with Ruby and the other two were a blur as they retreated from the table. 

“I’m Dillon,” he said, holding out his hand.

“Ruby,” she said, a bit shaky. “I’m really sorry about hitting you with the door. I didn’t realize—”

“Hey, no harm done. It hit my guitar case and that’s what it’s for, to protect my instrument.” He released her hand when he had the urge to continue holding it. Canned music played while they were on break. The dance floor was just as crowded as when the live music played.

“Want to dance?” He put his drink down and slipped her hand from her glass.

Her eyes lit up at the request, but she said, “I-I’m not very good.” 

“It’s a slow dance. There’s not much to it. Come on.” He waited for her to slide off the tall chair. Her hand gripped his tight as he led her to the dance floor. 

He stayed on the edge of the crowd, already conscious of her anxiety. Dillon placed her arms over his shoulders. He put his hands on her slim waist. “Now just sway to the music,” he said in her ear. 

He held her away from him, where he could see her face. Her concentration was killing him. 

“Do you like music?” he asked.

“Yes.” 

He shook her hips. “Loosen up. Just let your body move to the beat.” His grasp on her hips was light as he slowly made her sway with the beat. “Now slide your feet to the beat, one by one to the left, and I’ll guide you.” He liked holding her, gazing into her big blue eyes. 

She continued to bite on her lower lip and concentrate much too hard. The song finished and a fast one started. The fear in her eyes had him leading her back to the table. 

When she had slipped back onto her chair, he glanced at his watch. “I have five minutes. Do you live in Bozeman?”

She nodded and sipped her drink. 

“Are you between jobs?”

Her brow wrinkled, and she stared at him. “Between jobs? What do I look like, a hooker?” 

“No! I thought you were a model.” He definitely hadn’t phrased that right.

“Model?” She started laughing. When she caught her breath, she shook her head. “I’m not a model. This...” she waved her hand up and down in front of her “...is all my friends doing. I’m a computer geek. I don’t haunt bars and this is the only time anyone will ever see me in this.”

“That’s a shame.” He meant what he said. She was a knockout whether she believed it or not. “I have to go. It was nice dancing with you.” 

Dillon wound his way back to the bar, left his glass, and headed up the stairs. No wonder Ruby looked so out of place even though she was dressed for a night on the town. 

Computers. They had more in common than she knew. 
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Chapter Four
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Jackie and Arleen were full of questions when they returned to the table. And she couldn’t answer a single one of them. 

“I don’t know where he’s from. I didn’t ask, and he didn’t say.” She was a little bummed that she hadn’t learned more about him. He’d been so patient with her inability to dance. She loved music, she just didn’t have any rhythm, or so her grade school music teacher told her, and she believed it to this day.

“Did you ask him to be your plus-one for my wedding?” Jackie asked.

“No. I barely know him. I’m coming alone.” She hadn’t told her cousin that Thad’s good friend, who’d offered his Dude Ranch for the wedding, was a cousin to the man she had loved and lusted over since high school. And the day he’d stood in front of her in P.E. and someone pulled his shorts down, she’d had an excellent view of his tight buns with a dusting of hair. She’d been mortified, but he’d pulled up his shorts, turned around, apologized for his friend’s bad behavior, and winked at her. She’d just about melted into a puddle of teenage goo. 

Every time she thought about the possibility of Nate being at the wedding her whole body went up in flames.

“No one comes alone to a wedding. How about I find you a hunky guy?” Arleen said. 

“No. I’m hoping to meet an old acquaintance at the wedding. I want to be unencumbered.” She smiled at her cousin and friend. 

“Who?” they both asked at the same time.

“I’m not telling. You’ll do something like you did tonight to that poor singer.” Her gaze drifted up toward the stage where he was singing a foot stomping song. “I think you embarrassed him as much as you did me.”

Arleen stopped sipping her drink and narrowed her eyes. “He didn’t need much encouragement.”

“That’s because he thought I was a model.” She snorted. “Me, a model.”

Jackie pushed the short bangs off Ruby’s forehead. “Cousin, with this haircut and those clothes, you do look like a model. When are you going to realize you are a great catch for any man?”

“I don’t want any man. I have my eyes on a certain one.” She smiled, but the smile wavered as the singer started a soft slow ballad. She glanced up and found his gaze on her. 

Arleen started laughing. “I think that’s a fine man to have your eyes on.”

Ruby startled and picked up her soda. “I’m not talking about him.” She changed the subject. They strolled out of the bar around two in the morning as it was closing down. She stole one last look at Dillon as he bent to put his guitar away. He had a pretty nice butt as well. 

~*~
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Thursday morning Ruby stood in front of her apartment, her bags packed and waiting for Jackie to pick her up. They were headed to Tumbling Creek Ranch today to make sure all the wedding preparations were being done to Jackie’s specifications. 

Her cousin pulled up in a small SUV and hopped out to help load the two suitcases and Ruby’s computer bag. 

“You know you’re only going to be there three days technically,” Jackie said, placing the largest bag in with four other bags already in the vehicle. 

“And you?” Ruby asked, pointing to all the bags her cousin brought.

“I’m the bride. That box is my dress, that one decorations, that bag has my clothes while I’m at the ranch and that bag is for my honeymoon.” She pointed to the computer bag Ruby still held. “Why did you bring that? You aren’t supposed to think about work, only my wedding.”

“I brought it in case.” She never went anywhere without her computer. She never knew when someone would call and need tech support or her specialty of finding records others couldn’t.

“There better not be an ‘in case’. This weekend is about me, Thad, and our wedding. And as one of the bridesmaids, it is your duty to make sure it goes smoothly.” Jackie smiled, flipped up her sunglasses to peer into her eyes and then slid into the driver’s seat.

Ruby sighed. Her cousin wouldn’t become a bridezilla, but she was determined that Ruby would have a good time while at the ranch. She planned to have a good time. Especially, if Nate showed up. 

They talked about the wedding plans. Jackie had been to the ranch when she and Thad checked it out. She filled Ruby in on the owner, Brett Wallis and his wife, Melanie. “They run the ranch with the help of family and some hired help. They are a cute couple and have only been married less than a year. But Melanie has some great ideas. The wedding will be in the barn in case a spring rain decides to pop up. I guess they can just all of a sudden burst out of the clouds when you’re that high up in the mountains.” 

She glanced over. “What am I telling you this for, you grew up in Duncan. Did you know Brett?” 

“No, he was out of school before I went to the high school. His brother, Garth, and their cousins, Lacey and Nate, were in school when I was.” She hoped she hadn’t put too much emphasis on Nate’s name. She didn’t want her cousin thinking she needed to play matchmaker. 
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