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    Chapter One




    I STARE OUT THE PASSENGER SIDE WINDOW at the pretty mountain scenery bumping by, smiling at the realization that nothing has changed since I was last here. I remember my first time riding down this well-worn dirt road: heart in my throat, fingers gripping the door as I peered out at a world that had nothing in common with my Manhattan home.




    I can still feel faint tremors of that excitement, the thrill of entering an unfamiliar world just waiting to be explored. The only difference is that now I’m old and weary. Old and wise, I correct myself, directing a frown inward. And unlike what some people might say, I’m not jaded, just discerning. No more foolish decisions, no more living on a whim like there are no consequences. There are consequences—this I know.




    “Nothing’s changed, huh?” Hank Endersley asks. His kind eyes crinkle as he smiles from beneath a battered brown cowboy hat.




    “Nothing,” I half-lie, returning the smile. The ranch hasn’t changed, but I have. I’m exhausted. I feel like I’m thirty going on sixty. What have I been doing to age myself so prematurely? I’m a travel writer, not a warrior. I don’t save lives or defuse bombs, I don’t teach in the inner city or solve crimes. I don’t even donate blood. I’m just tired. And I’m old. And, in my weakest, darkest moments, I admit that I’m lonely.




    In ten years of travel writing, I’ve been almost everywhere, done and tried most everything. I’ve met thousands of people, shared drinks, kisses, touches, beds, but they’ve all been fleeting. Some fun, some sincere, but all finite. All ending with me getting on an airplane, promising to keep in touch, then inevitably forgetting. Distance will do that. It’s why I haven’t been back to the San Juan mountains of southern Colorado since I was nineteen, why I haven’t seen Hank Endersley’s kind face in ten years.




    The old blue pickup rattles down the road, its ancient inner workings jostling against the rusted frame. I peer ahead through the dusk at the familiar arch that spans the dirt road, announcing Ponderosa Pines Ranch when you arrive and Via Con Dios when you leave. A hundred yards beyond the arch, the main ranch house comes into view: a low, sprawling wood cabin nearly a hundred years old and made to last a hundred more. Colorful flowerbeds line the pathway, and hanging baskets decorate the porch that runs the length of the front. It’s warm and beautiful, and while my career has taken me to extravagant, luxurious, tropical locales, this is the one place that has always made me feel like I’m on vacation—which is ironic, since I’m here to work.




    Hank steers us past the ranch and down the road a little way to the equally old and rustic home he shares with his wife, Mary. Evidently she hears us coming—who on earth couldn’t, really—as the front door opens and she steps out, wiping her hands on a tea towel and grinning from ear to ear.




    I’m exhausted, but her smile is contagious, and as soon as Hank stops the truck I’m out and covering the distance to the house.




    “Kate!” she murmurs in my ear. Her softly accented voice envelops me almost as tangibly as her arms.




    “Hi, Mary.”




    “It’s been too long.”




    “I know.”




    “Too, too long.”




    “I’m sorry.”




    “We have all your stories. I read your book three times.”




    I smile into the thick curls of her gray hair. “You did not.”




    “I did.”




    I hear Hank’s plodding footsteps as he approaches. “Let her go, Mare,” he orders. “What’s for dinner? We’ve got to feed her. I could hear her bones rattling.”




    “That was the truck,” I protest, resisting the urge to sob as Mary releases me. I follow them inside the house, into its familiar smells of roast chicken and lemon. Instantly my traitorous stomach rumbles.




    “Told you,” Hank says from somewhere down the dim hall.




    Mary leads the way to the kitchen and dinner, which for me is two plates too many of chicken and mashed potatoes and apple pie. It’s delicious, and I can’t remember the last time I had a home-cooked meal. I’m comfortable in restaurants. I’m comfortable dining alone and making notes on the notepad I keep in my purse. As much as I love Hank and Mary, as much as the years between us fall away with each passing second, their scrutiny, their caring, makes me squirm. Finally I can’t suppress a yawn, and Hank clears the plates as Mary fusses over me.




    “Tea?” she asks. “Milk?”




    “I couldn’t.” I shake my head. “I’m stuffed.”




    She looks satisfied. “Good, then. Good. We’re so glad you were able to come back.”




    “Me too. The timing was perfect.” I smile at them, grateful that two of my favorite people in the world haven’t forgotten me after a ten-year absence. Then I yawn again.




    “Let’s get you to bed,” Hank says. “I had one of the girls set up your room in the bunkhouse, but you can sleep here tonight. Who knows what time they’ll settle down.”




    Ah, the bunkhouse. The thought of it makes me smile. And I know just what time those girls will settle down: never. Not until the last day of summer has passed and they’re all heading home and the rules of real life return. I worked here for three summers as a teenager, and I’m pretty sure I never slept more than four hours a night.




    Now, however, is a different story. A twenty-hour trip from Thailand and a stomach full of mashed potatoes and gravy makes me think I could sleep forever. I let Mary lead me up to the second floor, into the small bedroom with dormer windows and a single bed with a patchwork quilt. The room is cool and quiet, and while I know I should go downstairs to collect my luggage, I don’t. Once the door is closed I climb under the covers in my jeans and sweater and fall fast asleep.
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    As many times as I’ve woken up in strange places, you think I’d be used to it, but I never am. A rooster crows and I open my eyes, confused and squinting against the lemony sunlight spilling through the thin curtains. I take in the slatted wood on the ceiling, the soft green paint on the walls, and eventually it comes to me. I’m here, I think. I’m back.




    I shower quickly and pull my blond hair into a ponytail while it’s still wet. I smile as I think of my mother, a professional socialite if there ever was, and her constant warning that my thick hair—my “best feature”—will fall out if I don’t style it.




    I’m downstairs by seven, but Hank and Mary are already there, the breakfast dishes cleared. Mary offers to make me something, but I decline. I rarely eat in the mornings, but I do need coffee.




    “They have the good stuff in the kitchen,” Hank says, referring to the lodge kitchen. “Guests’ll be in now, so just help yourself.”




    “Go around back,” Mary suggests. “You remember the way?”




    I nod. “Is Saturday still exit day?”




    “It is.”




    Hank and Mary own and operate an exclusive dude ranch—a four-star resort that invites the wealthy and weary to escape their stressful everyday lives and spend a week in the mountains. They put on blue jeans and cowboy hats, ride horses, eat gourmet meals, and go to bed early, exhausted by the fresh air and exercise. Guests arrive Sunday evening and stay until Saturday afternoon, and because today is Saturday, the guests will be leaving after lunch. My plan is to stay out of the way while the staff finishes up—there’ll be time for introductions later.




    “You’re sure the chef won’t mind a stranger in his kitchen?” I shudder at the thought of Chef Jacques, whose delicious food barely managed to rival his vicious temper. The last time I was here he ran the lodge kitchen like a drill sergeant, cursing furiously. If I look on the bright side, he prepared me for dealing with every intimidating person I met from that point on, but still, the memory of his angry face strikes fear in my heart.




    “Alec is tame compared to Jacques,” Hank laughs. He laughs now. He was just as afraid as the rest of us back then.




    “Okay. I’ll take my stuff upstairs while the staff is out, then venture into the kitchen. If anyone gets mad…”




    “Tell ’em Mary sent you,” Hank finishes.




    I laugh and collect my two suitcases from beside the door, then wave goodbye and step outside into a wall of chilly fog. The sun breaks through in intermittent patches, warm when I manage to feel it. It’s a five-minute walk to the lodge, and while I hear the faint sounds of ranch life, I see no one.




    My assumption that nothing much has changed since my last stay appears to be correct: the girls’ bunk is still tucked on top of the main lodge, and there’s a steep wooden staircase on the end of the building that leads to a permanently unlocked bunkhouse door. Despite the fact that there are probably about sixty people eating downstairs, it’s quiet up here.




    The girls’ bunk consists of a narrow hallway running the length of the building, along which are several private rooms for the senior staff. A short hall runs off to the left, leading to the two shared bathrooms and larger rooms filled with bunk beds for the rest of the girls.




    I call out “Hello?” and get no answer, then tug my bags down the hall until I find a door labeled with my name. I smile as I step inside the small, sparse room: I was kitchen/cabin manager during my third year at the ranch, and this is where I slept then too. It’s unfortunately positioned directly over the kitchen and faces east, so it traps all the heat of the morning and becomes an unbearable sweatbox by the afternoon.




    Even now with the fog outside, the room is hot enough that I strip down to the tank top beneath my sweater and flick the switch for the ceiling fan. When I’m not immediately rewarded with a cool breeze, I look up and gasp in horror: the ceiling fan is gone. All that remains is a mocking piece of metal from which a fan might hang.




    “Oh, hell no,” I mutter. Hank and Mary said the girls had set up the room, but “set up” meant tossing a pillow and a stack of sheets on the bed, along with a quilt no one else wanted because an entire corner appears to have been chewed off by mice. They didn’t open the lone window that faces the front of the ranch, and the musty smell suggests this room hasn’t enjoyed any fresh air since its last occupant left.




    The window is old and tight, but after a brief but determined battle, I step back, victorious as cool, foggy air washes over me. It helps a little, but this ceiling fan business must be addressed right away. I slept well in Hank and Mary’s house, but I prefer to unpack and settle in to a new place as soon as possible, and there’s no way I’ll be able to sleep here without the fan.




    I change out of my airplane-and-sleep-wrinkled clothes and into a new pair of jeans and long-sleeved top, then head downstairs in search of coffee, and after that, a fan.




    Once outside, I wind my way around the back of the lodge, which looks quite a bit like the front, minus the porch. There are flowerbeds here too, and a variety of doors lead to different parts of the lodge: the lounge, the hallway past the main offices to the dining room, access to the laundry room and supply closet, and a small phone booth—the only phone on the ranch, apart from the two in the office.




    When I reach the end of the lodge, I turn the corner and find the fenced-in area that encloses the second kitchen entrance. I push open the gate and secure the latch behind me. This is where the Dumpsters are, and where people come to smoke or eat when they don’t want to be seen. It’s small but tidy, and a short staircase leads up to the back kitchen entrance.




    I hear the familiar rattling of the sanitizer, the machine that sterilizes all rinsed dishes, and the murmur of voices. And then, as I climb the steps, I smell the coffee my system so desperately craves.




    I peek my head in at the back of the kitchen, a square space with a pantry to my right and a long counter that runs to the front of the kitchen on my left. There are staff coffee pots on the end closest to me, and seconds later I’m sipping the hot brew like my life depends on it.




    “Ahem.”




    I open my eyes—I hadn’t realized I’d closed them—to find a man I assume to be Chef Alec staring at me. He’s got a spatula in one hand and spatters of food on his white apron.




    “Morning,” I say, swallowing too quickly and burning my tongue. “I’m Kate.”




    “Uh-huh.”




    “The new kitchen/cabin manager,” I clarify.




    His face registers some recognition, like he knew someone was coming to fill the position, but he looks me up and down sternly before meeting my eyes. “You’ve worked here before?”




    “Yes. Years ago.”




    Suddenly there’s a thud, followed by a surprised cry and the sound of breaking glass. I already know what’s happened: there are two doors from the kitchen to the dining room, and for obvious reasons, they’re labeled the in door and the out door. This is supposed to prevent collisions, but the system doesn’t always work. Obviously.




    “They’ve been here two weeks,” Alec informs me. “You’ve got your work cut out.”




    A pretty blond teenager in the standard uniform of jeans and ranch-issued polo shirt peers briefly over Alec’s shoulder, then disappears, most likely to report on the stranger stealing coffee.




    “I start tomorrow,” I say, when it’s obvious Alec expects me to do something immediately.




    I prepare myself for an angry tirade, but he merely sighs. “Not a minute too soon.”




    As I turn to go back outside with my coffee I bump into a second man in a white uniform, this one closer to my age, with close-cropped brown hair and a kind face. “Hey,” he says, surprised.




    “Hey. I’m Kate.”




    He shakes my proffered hand. “Mark. I’m the sous chef.”




    “I guessed.”




    “Mark!” Alec bellows.




    “I’d better—”




    “Do you know who I’d talk to about getting a ceiling fan?” I blurt out before he can escape.




    “A ceiling fan?”




    “Yeah.”




    “Ah, Shane probably?”




    “Shane. Okay. Where might he be?”




    “Try the barn.”




    I smile politely as Mark rushes past me, then continue outside. Compared to Chef Jacques, Alec is more than tame. He’s decent. I still remember dropping a sizzling hot plate one time and bursting into tears when Jacques screamed at me so long and so loud that the entire dining room gazed at me with sympathy when I returned.




    The barn hadn’t been built when I was last here, but is easy enough to find: it’s large and red and located opposite the lodge, next to the horse paddock. I cautiously approach and look inside. It’s dim and cool beyond the open doors, and instead of the expected stalls, I find myself looking into a massive, somewhat unkempt office, with a quadrant of desks on the far side next to a few dented filing cabinets.




    Just inside the doors is a padded bench with a stack of weights I couldn’t lift if my life depended on it and a long row of toolboxes and various ranch implements. Eventually my eyes adjust and I can make out a man sitting at one of the desks, his back to me. “Hello?” I call.




    He turns at the sound. Holy hell. The man is beautiful. He’s wearing a baseball cap pulled low on his head, but even from here I can see he’s got the cheekbones of a model and the broad shoulders of a professional athlete. Clad in jeans and a plaid shirt, he looks like something out of a Sexy Southerners calendar.




    “Shane?” I ask, taking a few steps inside.




    The man unfolds himself from the chair and comes forward to meet me, long legs covering the distance quickly. He touches the brim of his hat, and when he’s close enough, I can see the short edges of his blond hair and striking blue eyes. Why does this guy work in a barn office?




    “No,” he says finally, shaking my hand. “I’m Brandon. Who’re you?” He looks me up and down much the way Alec did—blatant but at the same time disarmingly non-sexual.




    “I’m Kate Burke, the new kitchen/cabin manager. I was told Shane might help me find a ceiling fan.”




    “Kate Burke,” Brandon repeats. “You do not look like Jolene.”




    I frown, not knowing what that might mean. “Who?”




    He laughs. “The manager before you. She stuck it out for the first week, then packed her bags. Couldn’t cut it.”




    “Why not?”




    He shrugs. “Not everyone’s made for ranch life.” Again, he looks at me from head to toe.




    I arch a brow. It’s not like I’m wearing a ball gown. And I’m sure he’s used to being checked out, looking the way he does, but that doesn’t mean I’m up for being inspected—and being found lacking, if his expression is any indication. “Duly noted. Is Shane around?”




    “Around, yes. Do I know where? No.”




    “What’s his job, exactly? Handyman?”




    Brandon shrugs. “Foreman. General manager. Boss. You name it.”




    “Okay, well, if you don’t mind, please tell him I’m in dire need of a ceiling fan.”




    “Dire?”




    “Yes. Use that word. Dire.”




    “Got it.” He’s trying not to smile.




    “What?”




    He shakes his handsome head, and it takes me a second to realize I feel nothing…sexual. A year ago he’d have been exactly my type. Swap out the plaid and denim for a suit and tie, and he could’ve been my date to any number of yacht parties, gallery openings, or exclusive five-star restaurants. But now, despite the fact that I still have an apartment full of designer clothes and an entire closet dedicated to shoes, I get none of the thrill I used to feel when faced with something so pretty. I grew up wealthy and worked hard—and partied harder—to make a name for myself as a travel writer, and I’ve always been drawn to fancy, frivolous things. But six months ago I decided—not without some outside influence—it was time to grow up and leave behind my foolish impulsiveness. I would be older and wiser, no matter what, and I’m irrationally pleased to find I’m not fantasizing about a fling with Brandon. I came here to focus and behave myself, and the last thing I need is a silly summer romance to throw me off course.




    With nothing better to do, I go back to my room. One step into the upstairs hall, however, I come to a standstill.




    “Fuuuuuck!” comes a groaning voice from somewhere in the bunkhouse.




    “Hello?” I call out.




    “Fuuu—Wait. What?”




    “Is someone up here?”




    “Come help me!”




    “Where are you?”




    I’m answered with indiscernible mumbles and grunts, but I follow the sounds past the bedroom for female wranglers to the kitchen/cabin girls’ bedroom, home to half a dozen bunk beds, one of which has an ass sticking out from beneath it.




    “Is that you?” a female voice asks.




    I crouch down on the floor next to jean-clad legs and cowboy-booted feet. “What’s going on under there?” I press my head to the wooden floor and try to see into the darkness beneath the bed. There’s a faint sliver of a face pointed toward me, both arms extended over her head, obscuring one eye.




    “I dropped something under here and when I reached in to get it, my hair got caught on a nail,” she explains. “I’ve been here forever.”




    “You can’t pull it loose?”




    “Not without ripping my scalp off. I tried.”




    I pull back and survey the beds, which are as I remember: handmade wooden structures designed to stand the test of time. Not even our drunken antics broke them, even when we tried.




    “Okay…” I say slowly. “Are you stuck to the wall or the bed?”




    “The wall. I think.” She straightens her legs so she’s lying prone on the floor. “That’s better,” she sighs.




    “What’s your name?”




    The word is muffled. “Hailey.”




    “Okay, Hailey, I’m going slide the mattress off to see if I can spot the nail you’re stuck on, okay?”




    “Sure.”




    I toss the pillows aside and slowly wiggle the mattress off the bed. It flops onto Hailey, who grunts but doesn’t complain, and when it’s mostly off I climb onto the wooden slats that form the base of the bed, eventually spotting the snagged hair and working it free.




    Hailey groans in relief and shimmies her way out. I start to speak, but now, with her hair out of the way, I’m able to see the item she was reaching for: a bottle of vodka.




    “Um…” I turn on the bed to stare at her.




    Now that she’s standing in the light, I see Hailey is a little older than I expected, probably in her mid-twenties. Her mass of red hair is shampoo-commercial gorgeous, and she’s got surprisingly tan skin with a faint smattering of freckles across her nose.




    She looks at me. “What?”




    “Why are you searching for vodka at…” I glance at one of the alarm clocks scattered around the room. “Nine thirty in the morning?”




    Hailey crosses her arms. “Remind me who you are and why that’s any of your business?”




    For the second time that morning, I find myself arching my eyebrow. What is it with the people around here? “I’m Kate Burke,” I inform her. “The kitchen/cabin manager. Who are you?”




    She freezes. “Let’s start again,” she suggests.




    I try not to laugh.




    “I’m Hailey, one of the kitchen/cabin girls,” she says. “Who might you be?”




    “Kate Burke. The new kitchen/cabin manager.”




    “Pleasure to meet you.”




    “Uh-huh. Why are you drinking in the morning, Hailey?”




    She sighs and sinks to her knees, gripping her hair in one hand before sliding back under the bed to retrieve the bottle. “I wasn’t drinking—and I wasn’t going to,” she says before I can suggest it. “I was just checking that the other girls hadn’t taken it.”




    “Which girls?”




    “Janie and her minions, Lisa and Becca. You’ll meet them.”




    “They’re drunk?”




    “Oh, who knows. Everybody here is either drunk or hung-over half the time. But they’re eighteen, so when I see them snickering and running off together, my first thought is: vodka.”




    “Naturally.”




    Hailey shrugs. “Anyway. I have to get back. I only meant to come up here and check. I’ve been gone nearly half an hour.”




    I watch as she tucks the bottle into the back of a drawer, arranging bras and panties in front of it.




    “Nice meeting you,” she says before ducking out.




    After shoving the mattress back on the bed I return to searching for the elusive Shane. I couldn’t help but notice that the girls’ bedroom had a fan, so I feel further validated in my quest for one of my own. I’ve done my share of staying in cramped, hot hostels, but I’m not twenty-two anymore and the appeal of stifling, crappy sleeping quarters has worn off. Not that they were appealing before.




    I introduce myself to everyone I meet, most of whom are perfectly nice, but none of whom know where to find Shane. I pass the kitchen at one point, and Alec asks if I’ve seen “my” girls. The guests have gone, but the kitchen and dining room are in disarray, and with the exception of Hailey, there’s no one cleaning up. I promise to keep an eye out and soon find the three missing girls crammed into the phone booth, sharing a cigarette. Taking a deep breath, I rap on the door, wondering whose bright idea it was to hide in a clear glass booth.




    After a second the door cracks open and a plume of smoke wafts out. I inhale—just a cigarette.




    “Can I help you?” the blonde from earlier in the kitchen asks. She’s pretty in a mean-girl way, and because she appears to be the leader, I assume she’s Janie and the other two are the “minions” Hailey mentioned.




    “Are you the kitchen/cabin girls?”




    “So?”




    “I’m Kate,” I tell them. “Your boss. Alec is looking for you.”




    “Tell him we’re busy.”




    I push the door open the rest of the way, and they topple out. “Tell him yourselves.”




    The other two look cowed and afraid, but Janie just glares. “In a minute.”




    I fix the other two with a stern look. “Now.”




    They look like frozen deer: they don’t want to displease Janie, but they don’t want to get in trouble either. I don’t know what I could do to punish them—firing people is a last resort when your business is as remote as this one—but I try to give the impression of being ready to act on my unspoken threat.




    “Let’s go, Janie,” another blond one mumbles, shuffling her feet.




    “Yeah,” the third girl echoes, a brunette with bad skin. They all look to be eighteen or nineteen, and Janie and the blonde could be sisters, but right now I don’t care. I’m already starting to understand why Jolene left. I found one girl upstairs stuck under a bed looking for vodka, and three geniuses hiding in a clear box—all while they’re supposed to be working.




    Janie takes one last drag and stomps out the cigarette, grinding it into the ground with the heel of her cowboy boot. “Fine.”




    They walk off, Janie slightly in the lead, as though it were their decision. I take a deep breath and remind myself that I’m in the right here. I try to avoid conflict, but sometimes I can’t, even if it makes my hands shake so bad I have to stuff them in my pockets. You’re right, I tell myself again. I’m an adult and I’m behaving like one, which is probably why it feels so strange.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    A SHORT TIME LATER I linger just out of sight as the staff waves goodbye to the departing guests and the ranch vans drive off. I feel as though I’ve met everybody but the one person I’m looking for, and I’ve badgered them all with my need for a fan. With the exception of the kitchen/cabin girls, everybody here seems competent and comfortable, and I hope I’m making the same impression.




    I run upstairs to dig my credit card out of my bag, then hurry back to the smoky-smelling phone booth and dial the only phone number I know by heart. After three rings, a familiar voice picks up. “Hello?”




    “It’s me.”




    “Where are you?”




    “At the ranch.”




    He sighs. “Seriously?”




    I squat down on the overturned milk crate that serves as a seat and lean against the dingy wall. “Seriously.”




    Stanley Goldblatt, my agent, best friend, and tormentor, launches into his now-standard plea for me to return to Boston where he’ll kick out my tenants so we can be apartment neighbors again.




    I can’t help but laugh. “I promised I’d stay,” I remind him. “I’m here for the summer. And I want to be.”




    This is true. I promised Hank and Mary I’d spend the summer, June to September. Despite not having worked in hospitality since my last summer here, I should be able to manage. Over the course of my career I’ve stayed in hundreds of hotels and eaten in thousands of restaurants—I know what guests like, even if I’m not normally the one to give it to them. In return I’ll get a season free of the stress of city life, three blissful months where I can wake up in the same bed every morning to the sweet comfort of a dull routine. It’s the perfect opportunity to put myself back together. I’ll walk away confident and composed in September, finally ready to return to the life I know and love.




    “You’ll go crazy,” Stanley chides me. “I know you. You’ll lose it. You barely survived six months at home.”




    “Those six months were wonderful,” I assure him. “But I’m ready to work again.”




    “You’re having a nervous breakdown.”




    “Am not.”




    “You’ll get bored. You won’t have any friends.”




    “Why wouldn’t I make friends?”




    “You won’t have anything in common with a bunch of cowboys,” he says. “Or cowgirls. You’ll be lonely.”




    “I’m surrounded by people.”




    “And horses.”




    “And peace and quiet.”




    “Kate, if all you needed was peace and quiet, you had that at your beachfront cottage in Thailand.”




    He’s got me there, so I try another tack. “I know Thailand didn’t exactly go as planned, but this will work out. Trust me. I need a break. Something different. You know that better than anyone.”




    “You had a break! You said you were better!”




    This is true too. Before Thailand I spent six months “not working” at my apartment in Boston, until I started feeling antsy. You know something’s wrong when you’re in your own home, next door to your best friend on the planet, and you still feel like you’re in the wrong place.




    “I’m on sabbatical,” I say.




    “Uh-huh. You know, if you get lonely, Kevin looked pleased to hear you were coming back to the States ahead of schedule.”




    “Kevin Drew?”




    “The one and only. Come to think of it, he’s been looking overworked lately. Maybe he could use a little R&R of the S-E-X variety.”




    I laugh, but I can’t help but remember dreamy Kevin Drew and his five-thousand-dollar suits and perfectly veneered smile. He’s my financial advisor, and also a bit of a player, but he’s put all that practice to good use. We hooked up while I was home, and though we always had a good time, it hadn’t been enough to stay. And, incidentally, when I wanted to leave Thailand, I didn’t want to go to Boston. Not for Kevin and not for Stanley—it was home, but it wasn’t.




    “I’m breaking my habits, Stanley. No more being reckless. You said you’d support me.”




    “Kevin Drew is not something to give up so easily!”




    I laugh, but he’s wrong. Because that’s the thing with traveling nonstop: it’s hard to have relationships, but it’s easy to have flings. It’s easy to keep my heart separate from my head.




    “Maybe in September,” I make myself say, if only to get him off my back.




    “You won’t last that long.”




    “Thanks for the support. I’m hanging up now. It’s lunchtime, and I have to go meet the staff I haven’t already accosted.”




    “Remind me why you’re doing this?” he pleads. “Working as a maid?”




    “I’m the kitchen/cabin manager,” I clarify. “Not a maid. And Hank and Mary are the kindest people I know. They were short-staffed, and I wanted to come back.”




    “And you want to hide.”




    “Starting now.” I hang up and head for the dining room.




    The typical Saturday workday ends the moment the guests drive off the property, but today Hank and Mary have forced everyone to gather in the dining room (now tidy), to greet the newest member of their ranks. Chefs Alec and Mark have made lunch, and once Hank and Mary have embarrassed me, we all sit down.




    The four kitchen/cabin girls sit together, as do the wranglers. Brandon is joined by two other similarly hulking, plaid-shirt-wearing men, though when I ask Mary which one is Shane, she looks around, perplexed.




    “He’s not here,” she says after a minute. “Not sure where he’s got to.”




    “What do you need?” Hank asks.




    “A ceiling fan. I’m in the sweatshop again.”




    They laugh, no doubt remembering my complaints from long ago. “Shane’s the guy to ask about that,” Mary confirms. “We hired a handyman, but he couldn’t change a light bulb. Still, nice guy.”




    We make small talk for the rest of the meal, and eventually people start filtering out, ready to enjoy their brief reprieve from work. Hank, Mary, and I linger to go over the basics of my duties, further verifying my impression that nothing has changed in the ten years I’ve been gone.




    Because the guests have a set schedule during their stay, the kitchen/cabin staff has a pretty fixed routine. The wranglers come in for breakfast at six thirty; guest breakfast is from seven to nine. When the guests go out for morning rides or various activities, we clean cabins, then come back to serve lunch from twelve until one. Once the dining room and kitchen are clean, we have a few hours off—most of which are spent napping—then we set up, serve, and clean up dinner from six until nine. After dinner the guests have the option of hanging out in the lounge or at the pool, but they’re normally so exhausted by the day’s activities that they just retire to their cabins. The staff, on the other hand, washes up and goes to O’Malley’s, the nearest bar.




    Sure enough, that evening the Saturday night routine is just as I remember it: around eight I hear the female wranglers and kitchen/cabin girls cramming into the two bathrooms and fighting for space in front of the mirror, gossiping about who kissed who and who hurt whose feelings.




    I’m alone in my room with the door open, trying to decide if I should join them. I haven’t technically been invited—and given my introduction to the kitchen/cabin girls, I’m not expecting to be—but I was an O’Malley’s legend in my old days, and I wouldn’t mind checking it out again. Not that I’d be repeating any of my previous shenanigans, but still…It could be fun. And I wouldn’t mind showing the girls that I don’t have to be the strict schoolmarm my phone booth lecture suggested. We could start fresh.




    There’s a faint knock on the door, and I look up from my pensive position on the bed.




    It’s Hailey. “Hey,” she says.




    I straighten. “Hey.”




    She steps inside and immediately fans herself. “It’s hot as hell in here.”




    “Tell me about it.”




    “Christ. Did you want to come out with us tonight? Everyone’s going to O’Malley’s. It’s much cooler.”




    A bead of sweat winds its way down my spine. “I’m in.”
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    O’Malley’s is much the same as I left it: dimly lit with wood-paneled walls, small stage for a live band, busy bar. Only a few couples dare hit the dance floor this early—and this sober—twisting and twirling to the tinny jukebox songs.




    There are enough of us that we take up four tables, and I end up jammed at one end with Hailey and sous chef Mark, along with a few of the wranglers I met earlier. Apparently the ranch hands never come to the bar, and rarely socialize.




    “So, Kate,” Hailey says once we all have beer. “We’re dying to know what brought you back.”




    I look around in surprise. She and Mark are openly attentive, and a couple of wranglers appear to be eavesdropping. “Well…I worked here for three years when I was younger, and I kept in touch with Hank and Mary off and on after that. Then it just happened that this year they needed a kitchen/cabin manager at the same time I was looking for something else to do—”




    “What were you doing before?” Mark interrupts.




    “Uh, I was working in Thailand. Trying to work, to be more specific. I just couldn’t concentrate, and this felt like the right place to escape to.”




    “You left Thailand for this?” Hailey asks, gesturing to the almost entirely denim-clad population of O’Malley’s.




    I laugh. “Yep.”




    “That’s the right answer,” a voice booms over my shoulder. Everyone jumps. I turn in my seat to look up in pleasant surprise at Zeke O’Malley, proprietor and bartender extraordinaire. I knew him well in my younger days, and he’s seen more of my drunken antics than anyone should have to.




    “Zeke!” I jump up to hug him.




    He’s a barrel-chested old man who could probably still wrestle a bear—a story he swears is true—and he hugs me back.




    “As I live and breathe,” he says when I pull away. He looks me up and down as though confirming that I have, in fact, survived this long.




    “I’m here for the summer,” I say. “Back at Ponderosa.”




    “I had a feeling we’d see you again.”




    “Did not.”




    “Did too. Not everybody’s made for life out here, but some people are. You’d be surprised.”




    “Zeke!” someone bellows. “Beer!”




    He smiles at me, revealing an additional missing tooth since the last time we saw each other. “Be good, Eight-Shot Kate. Assuming you know how?”




    “Me?”




    He laughs and disappears into the crowd.




    When I turn back to the table, everyone is staring. “Wait,” Hailey says, wide-eyed. “You’re Eight-Shot Kate?”




    I bury my face in my hands and slump in my seat as absolutely everybody begins to laugh. A gaping Mark points to a glittery bra hanging from a mounted moose head. “Is that your…And that picture…?”




    And sure enough, there’s a photo of me—from behind, thank God—dancing topless on the bar.




    Hailey slams her hands on the table, making the beers jump. “Did you perform a striptease for Zeke’s birthday when you were seventeen?”




    “On top of a table?”




    “While singing an original song?” someone else chimes in.




    My face is burning. “I was nineteen,” I correct through my fingers. “And very drunk.”




    Everybody laughs uproariously. The wranglers start to clear the table, and right on cue, Gretchen Wilson’s distinctive voice spills out of the jukebox, telling everybody she’s here for the party. “Eight-Shot Kate! Eight-Shot Kate!” people start chanting, slapping the table.




    “No!” I say frantically, waving them away. “Absolutely not! I’m not nineteen. And perhaps most importantly, I’m not drunk.”




    “Tequila!” the people shout.




    “And I’m not going to be!”




    Mercifully they stop their shouting, but everyone is looking at me with new eyes. The ceiling-fan-obsessed girl has been transformed into the face of the pink rhinestone-studded bra and topless photo (from behind) that’s been hanging around this dingy backwoods bar for more than ten years.




    “Those days are past,” I say firmly, but they don’t look convinced. “Maybe if you’d met me a year ago, but now…no more.”




    They groan their disappointment.




    “You pervs. Drink your beer. It’s on me.”




    And just like that they cheer up again, drinking and dancing the night away until I stand up to go shortly after midnight. Everybody boos me for being the first to leave, but tomorrow is my first official day of work, and I’m determined to set a fine example for the kitchen/cabin girls. I set myself a limit of two beers and stuck to it…plus two shots of tequila. When I stopped there everyone teased me, so to shut them up I finally joined a bunch of people on the dance floor—remaining fully clothed and respectable, but still having fun.




    Come to think of it, that’s the first time I’ve danced in a while. I flash back to the last time I was in a bar and immediately shake my head to clear it. That was the reckless Kate. This is the new me. Nothing to worry about.




    I rode over in one of the ranch vans, but Randy Cooter and his old cab are parked in their usual spot in front of O’Malley’s, so I hop inside and ask him to take me home. Randy’s not much of a talker, which I appreciate because I’ve been talking and shouting all night and need to tone it down a notch. The cab windows are open, and the warm mountain air blows through. I’m told we’re experiencing a heat wave at the moment, which explains the uncommonly hot weather for early June.




    We make the ride home in silence, and fifteen minutes later I pay Randy and wave goodbye, weaving my way over the gravel to the staircase leading to the bunkhouse. Each step lends a sense of foreboding as I approach my sweltering room. I squint through the darkness as I stop at my door. There’s a large box leaning against the wall, but I can’t see what it is.




    Pushing open the bedroom door I’m greeted with a wall of heat and groan as I instantly start to sweat. I flip on the light and blink as my eyes adjust. I’ve unpacked a little and made up the bed with its tattered sheets, but it’s just too hot to sleep, and I don’t want to show up at Hank and Mary’s house drunk (just a little) and asking to spend the night.




    I reach outside and heave the box into the light, grinning when I see that it’s a brand new ceiling fan. Excellent. Not quite as good as if it were actually hung on the ceiling, but we’ve made progress.




    I strip out of my jeans and blouse and swap them for shorts and a tank top, then park myself in front of the window, gazing over my shoulder at the ceiling fan. I look up at the metal post protruding from the ceiling. How hard can it be? I wonder. I kneel on the floor and open the box, pulling out the brief instruction manual. The fan needs to be assembled, but according to the illustrations, all that’s required is a screwdriver. I think we’ve got a few tools and a stepladder in the supply closet. A bead of sweat trickles down my back, and I make up my mind.




    I’m braless beneath my tank top, so I pull on a sweater before slipping into my sneakers to run downstairs in the dark. I let myself into the supply closet and dig around until I find a rusty old screwdriver. I scoop up the stepladder and race back upstairs, weaving a little, but arriving safely.




    I cast aside my sweater and sneakers and set up the rickety wooden stepladder beneath the post for the ceiling fan. When the lodge was built, this entire level was one open space, and when they divided it into staff rooms, they built them fairly carelessly. Each room has a window and a light, but not necessarily in the center of the room. In the case of this room, both the light and the fan are at the end of the rectangle, in front of the door.




    At length I get the fan assembled. I heave the contraption onto my shoulder and climb the shaky ladder until I can reach the ceiling. I’ve got the screwdriver clamped between my teeth, and it takes all my strength to heave the fan onto the post. Once it’s centered I climb even higher so I can hold it up with one hand while attempting to screw it in place with the other.




    The combination of the heat, my proximity to the light, and my unaccustomed exertion makes me sweat even more. I can feel rivulets of water creeping down my back and between my breasts, and my armpits are damp. Much more of this labor-intensive work and I’ll—




    I shriek as the door flies open and crashes into the ladder. I pitch forward, leaving the ceiling fan dangling precariously from its two screws, and topple onto the massive stranger. He’s huge, but thanks to the ladder I’m taller, and when I fall my slick armpit smashes straight into his face. I feel his nose press into my skin, his muffled shout of surprise, and then my entire limp, sweaty body slides down his front until I crumple to the floor. He falls backward, landing on his ass with a thud and a grunt, and then a faint creaking sound has us looking up, just in time to see the ceiling fan come loose and fall to the ground, cracking into several jagged pieces.




    Breathing hard, I sit up to stare at the man glaring back at me. Clad in a black T-shirt and cargo pants, he’s got tousled dark hair and even darker eyes. He’s not beautiful like Brandon, but there’s something powerful about him. The smooth plane of his nose suggests it’s been broken, there’s a hard line to his jaw. Something south of the border clenches instinctively. What? It must be the alcohol. And the heat.




    “What the hell are you doing here?” he finally asks, dusting himself off and standing. Almost as an afterthought he reaches down and grips my arm, pulling me unceremoniously to my feet.




    I jerk away and check myself for injuries. With the exception of my wounded pride and a few bruises, I appear to be fine. “I’m not hurt, thanks for asking,” I reply. “And I’m here because this is my room. A great question would be what the hell are you doing here?”




    His eyes flash, and he reaches into his pocket, pulling out a handful of small papers I recognize as requisition notices. “I came back to this,” he says. “Apparently someone named Kate is in dire need of a ceiling fan.”




    Thanks, Brandon. “You’re Shane.”




    “Uh-huh.”




    “Do you normally walk into rooms unannounced in the middle of the night?”




    He smirks. “Never been a problem before.”




    What an asshole. I gesture to the broken fan. “Well, it’s a problem now. I need a new fan. And I need you to knock before you come in to install it.”




    “Seems like you know what you’re doing.” He shrugs. “I don’t think I need to come back at all.”




    “Are you always an asshole?”




    He raises an eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?”




    “You heard me. You barge into my room, nearly kill me, break my fan, and apologize for nothing.”




    His dark eyes rake me up and down. I suddenly remember I’m not wearing a bra. And I’m pretty sure I’m gleaming with sweat.




    “You look all right to me.”




    “Fine. I’ll fix the fan myself. Where do I get another one?”




    “I’ll bring it up. Put some clothes on.”




    He’s gone before I can reply, but as soon as his heavy footsteps fade down the hall, I dig through my bags for a bra and a top that provides a little more coverage. I don’t have a huge chest, but it’s enough to make a statement in the tiny shirt I have on. Goddammit. I spent the past hours making a good impression on everybody else, and when I finally meet the guy I’ve been searching for all day, I slam a sweaty armpit in his face and fight with him. Oh no. Speaking of which…I duck my head and covertly sniff under my arm, even as I wonder why I’d care if he thinks I smell. He works in a barn, for crying out loud. And he deserved it, I remind myself. He didn’t even apologize!




    A few minutes later I hear work boots thump up the steps and Shane pushes open the door—again, no knocking—with a new fan under his arm.




    “Thanks,” I say, reaching for it. “I’ll take it from here.”




    He ignores me. “I’ll do it. It’s the last one we’ve got. I can’t have you breaking anything else.”




    “Nothing would be broken if you’d knocked!”




    “I thought you were at the bar. I knocked when I brought the fan up, but didn’t get an answer. When I came back with the ladder I assumed you were still out.” Behind him I can see a ladder propped against the wall in the hall.




    “With the light on?”




    “I’m not a detective, Kate. Now move so I can get this hung up.”




    He uses his foot to clear space on the floor, then crouches down to assemble the new fan. I stand awkwardly for a second, then gather up the broken pieces of the first fan and toss them into the garbage. That takes all of one minute, however, so then I just watch him, and he eventually shoots me a look.




    “What?” he asks.




    I shrug. “What am I supposed to do? Do you want some help?”




    He tries not to scoff. “No.”




    “I’ll go brush my teeth.”




    “Good idea.”




    I grab my toiletries bag and squeeze past him out the door. When I’m in the bathroom, I shut—and lock—the door, then lean against it. My hairline is damp with sweat, my heart is beating fast, and my mouth is dry. I tell myself again that it’s a combination of heat and alcohol, but something within me has come alive for the first time in a long time, and I don’t know how I feel about it. Actually, I know exactly how I feel about it: appalled. Men like Shane are not my type: huge, hulking jerks who don’t apologize when they’re wrong. I like the Kevin Drews of the world—polished, finessed, accomplished men who know how to order wine and fly first class.




    I splash cold water on my face, then hastily brush my teeth and will myself to calm down. I’m tired and jetlagged. It’s normal to feel out of sorts. I’m not myself. Older, wiser Kate knows this.




    I march back to my room and screech to an abrupt halt. Shane’s standing on the stepladder, arms extended overhead, biceps bulging as he fixes the fan in place. His stance on the ladder puts his prominent package directly at eye level.




    Oh God. My face burns, and I squeeze past before he sees me looking. I drop the toiletries bag on the dresser and stand in front of the window to cool off. Again. “When is this heat wave supposed to end?” I ask.




    “Couple more days.”




    I groan inwardly. “Great.”




    Finally he steps down from the ladder and surveys his work. “Give it a shot,” he orders.




    I flip the switch next to the door, and the fan begins to turn, a blissful, slow spin that sounds like heaven. I sigh and reach up to tug the string that speeds it up. The fan turns faster. I pull it again and it reaches max speed, sending cool air churning throughout the room.




    “Thank God,” I sigh. I look at Shane in time to see his eyes lift from my chest.




    “Need anything else?” he asks. A muscle in his jaw ticks.




    I can think of a few things, and while my former self might have given voice to her dirty thoughts, this Kate steadfastly refuses. “No,” I say. “Thank you.”




    He shrugs, smiling faintly. “Suit yourself.”
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