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				Chapter One

				Pacing the narrow shoulder of the road, Carly Foster tried to remember how far she was from the turn-off to the interstate. Could she really hike that far wearing new sandals? Didn’t it get scorching hot in the middle of the day out in this part of the country? Weren’t there rattlesnakes and stuff? 

				“Ick.” She squirmed in her damp, coffee-stained shorts and kicked at gravel. New Mexico sucked. And so did her judgment.

				The unwelcome feeling that she’d chosen her latest adventure very poorly crept into her mind, but she brushed it away and took a deep breath. She had to focus. She’d been driving for two days with no company except the ancient car’s cassette tape deck. Until it chewed a tape to ribbons somewhere in eastern Colorado. After that, the radio died. 

				Since then, silence had prompted the conversation with her new boss to play over and over in her head like a crappy song and naturally, she’d gone just a touch nutso. Each time she thought about it, Carly got more nervous. The guy had sounded perfectly normal, right? But there were those tiny worries that she’d: A) never met him, B) never heard of him before she found his business on the Internet (How naïve could she be?) and C) driven halfway across the country to a job in a town that didn’t seem to exist. A “bona fide Old West ghost town.” That should have been a big fat clue right there. Ouch. 

				Picking out a summer job by closing her eyes and pointing at a map was probably not the best idea she’d ever had. Going online and finding the first theater in that location and calling the owner pretending to be a tourist was not super-smart either. And talking her way into a job out in the middle of the rattlesnake-infested mountains was proving to be, well, idiotic. She gave up trying to focus on how to get unstranded and sighed. 

				The hasty phone call from three weeks ago played like a crappy cassette tape on a loop in her brain.

				“Ruby Spring Hotel, Daniel Day speaking. How may I help you?” The man’s voice on the other end had been calm and friendly. And she really needed to get out of the city. Chicago sucked in the summer and so did her dead-end temp job.

				Carly cleared her throat. “Yes, sir. I am calling to inquire about space in your hotel for this summer.” 

				“Oh, well, I am afraid you’re wasting your time, ma’am,” he said, “Our hotel is reserved this summer for our theater employees.” 

				She fumbled on the desk for a pen and a scrap of paper. “Oh, really? What type of theater are you producing?” 

				“Normal type, I guess?” he said after a moment of hesitation.

				Normal? This guy was not in the business. Warning flag for most people, but not for her. Curiosity killed cats, not women. She had to know. “Tell me about it,” she said.

				That’s all it took, and the guy began babbling about the project. The theater really was in a ghost town called Ruby Spring, and it was in the mountains, about a half-hour north of Albuquerque. All of the buildings were intact and the theater itself was an old opera house with balconies and boxes. The hotel was already a tourist destination and apparently had been for some time.

				Despite having no theatrical experience, he intended to revive an old play from the turn of the century, one that hadn’t been produced in seventy-five years. Carly was dubious about his plan, but if he would pay her to work there it was perfect, and so far removed from the cheesy musicals she’d been surviving on the past few summers. She listened to him talk about the play and the renovation of the theater, her excitement growing, while she took notes. 

				“So, you say that you are hiring a full crew this summer, Mr. Day?” she finally asked as she toyed with her coffee mug. 

				“It’s Daniel. Yeah. But I haven’t found half the people I need yet,” he said with a sigh. 

				“Aw, that’s a shame,” she sympathized. “Just what are you looking for?” 

				“I still need two actors, and a director, and a set designer. The only catch is the designer has to know how to do restorations, too. Now where I am going to find that?” 

				She grinned. Jackpot. She took a quick swig of lukewarm coffee, her mind racing for just the right words. All she could see in her head was the ghost town and her in it, lounging at the hotel with booted feet propped up on a porch railing. She’d have a big tin mug of coffee and fresh air. No subways. No dumpsters outside her apartment window. No crowds. And this summer, no men. She could make it happen. 

				“Ma’am? Are you still there?” 

				Taking a deep breath, she spoke. “Sir, I have something to confess. I’m not looking for a hotel. I’m looking for a job. And you probably won’t believe this, but I am a scenic designer.” She paused, waiting for a response, but there was silence. “And I am sitting in an office right now doing research for an architect who specializes in historic restoration. In Chicago.” Silence. “And I have a friend who is a brilliant director who is also looking for work this summer.” Carly waited a bit longer. “But I don’t know any available actors. I’m sorry,” she finished lamely. There was still no response, and she sighed in frustration.

				“Me and my big mouth,” she muttered as she reached over to disconnect the call. As she moved the receiver back to the cradle, she heard his voice again. 

				“When can you start?” he said. 

				Carly laughed and brought the phone back to her ear. “Seriously? Don’t you want to see my resume?” 

				Daniel chuckled. “I have caller ID. I can see the name of your company right here. We may be in the middle of nowhere, but we are not totally out of touch. If you feel better about it, e-mail it to me. But I can read people, and I know you’re not lying to me,” he declared. 

				“No, I’m not,” she said, “and I really appreciate the opportunity.” 

				After a few more minutes of chatting, she hung up and called her director friend, Ross. He was thrilled with new adventures and was even more impetuous than Carly. When he told her, “Sure, why the hell not?” she had already known he would come along for the ride. Except … Ross hated to drive, so he suggested that Carly drive his car out west. The car that by all rights should have died about ten years ago. He decided to fly out and meet her. Good for him, bad for her. 

				Now here she was, sitting in said car on the side of a mountain, starting her summer escapade in the grandest of ways. Stranded, lost, and freezing, with wet, coffee-stained shorts. Plus, it was probably six A.M. or something. Nice. Like she ever got up before nine. Just thinking about it made her yawn.

				Making a new resolution to stay focused, she grabbed an old sweatshirt and wiped at the rivers of coffee in the driver’s seat. Frowning, she unfolded a paper map with a snap (GPS was for sissies, plus she couldn’t afford it) and began to trace her route south from Colorado with her index finger. Somewhere along this two-lane highway, somewhere very close by, was Ruby Spring, her very own custom-made, perfect-in-all-ways summer adventure. Probably. 

				Every summer for the past four years, though, she had come back to Chicago gushing about some guy she had met. Except … it never worked out. Sam turned out to be gay but straight-curious, Joey dumped her for one of the size four chorus girls, George accused her of being too absorbed … whatever that meant, and Ivan had never actually acknowledged the fact that she breathed the same air as him. Getting over Ivan was the worst. Theater sucked. 

				This summer had to be different. She was here to work, not develop adolescent crushes on men. In fact, on men who were emotionally little more than adolescents themselves. Most women her age were in serious relationships and in stable careers with amazing things like health insurance and retirement accounts. But she had chosen theater, not the other way around. And right now, she needed to make a decision about how to get herself out of this latest mess.

				She looked up one side of the road. Scrubby bushes and dry brown dirt arched steeply into the mountainsides. The road quickly curved into nowhere. Wrinkling her brow, she squinted and looked the other way. The same desolate scenery greeted her. “No trees, no water,” she muttered to herself. Suddenly, she was very thirsty. Carly licked her lips and began to pace across the narrow two-lane highway. Someone had to come along soon.  

				With nothing better to do, she popped the trunk and began to rummage through her luggage for snacks and water. After a few minutes, she produced a small crumbled package of cheese crackers, but no water to go with it. Her stomach rumbled, but her dry mouth held her back. She walked back to the open window, reached in and turned the ignition. Maybe now that the fossil had rested, it would cooperate. Click, click. Sputter. Wheeze. Silence. Panic began to creep in and she tamped it down with ruthless determination. 

				“I am not going to cry. I am not going to freak,” she declared, even as tears formed in the corners of her eyes. As far as she could tell, no other vehicle had come by since she stopped … what was it …  hours ago? But she had fallen asleep holding a cup of horrid gas station coffee. How could that have happened? 

				Hands shaking, she reached into her pocket for the cell phone. Turning it on, she squinted at the vibrant blue sky again and wished for a hat. As the phone came to life with a little beep, she breathed a sigh of relief and waited for the signal to appear. Calmer now, she smiled as the precious word “roaming” appeared on the screen. The smile soon turned into a frown when she saw the battery level. Low. 

				She had to swallow her apprehension and call Daniel Day. Maybe Ruby Spring was real. Maybe he wasn’t a psycho. The phone issued a tiny warning beep. 

				“No, no, no,” Carly screeched as she scrolled the contact screen for the number to the theater. When the phone beeped again, she grimaced and cursed her memory. Where had she stored that damn number? There was one final, mocking beep and the screen was blank. In stony silence, she threw the phone on top of her makeup case and slammed the trunk. 

				Less than thirty seconds later, the distant sound of an engine echoed through the mountain pass. Her head whipped around and she rubbed her at her blurry eyes. “Too good to be true,” she whispered as she peered down the road. The rumbling grew closer and she leaned back against the trunk in relief. Along with the engine, she began to hear the faint sounds of heavy metal music, and as the vehicle came around the bend, she straightened and waved her arms like a crazed fan at a concert.

				“Hey!” she gasped in a hoarse whisper. The big white sedan with lights on top slowed and pulled in beside Carly. A sheriff’s car. She grinned. Then her mouth dropped open as the occupant stepped out of the idling vehicle. Holy shit. He had to be the hottest cop she’d ever seen. Her gaze raked him as he reached in and switched off the engine and her grin froze in place. A giggle threatened to erupt from her parched throat. Too good to be true for sure.

				He adjusted his wide-brimmed hat and cocked his head to the side, smiling at her. He was movie star-beautiful, with long, lean legs and an impossible tan. “Having a little picnic, are we?” he grinned. His voice was like smooth honey. 

				“Uh … ” Carly croaked, “Uh … picnic?” 

				Hot Cop swaggered toward her, stopping inches from her body. He reached out and grasped her crackers with a strong, warm hand. “Doesn’t look much like a very good lunch to me, miss.” He smiled again and all Carly could think about was how hot the trunk of the car might be. Would it completely fry her butt if he lifted her onto it, leaned between her thighs and … bad. Bad, bad girl. 

				“No, I suppose not,” she attempted, “Lunch? I thought it was morning. I’m lost. I think. The car is old and I think it’s pretty cranky. Or not. No pun intended. Ha. And my cell isn’t working. Probably because I might have forgotten the charger. And I put it right by the door on top of the bills. Although it might be in a suitcase. The bills, too. Crap. Anyway. I, um … am babbling,” she finished. God, she sounded lame.

				He reached over and pressed the crackers back into her palm. She wrenched her gaze from his hand and looked up into his crystal blue eyes. Big mistake. Carly tried to control it, but the nervous giggle came bursting out. Brear chicka brear brear. Porn guitar began playing in her head and another burst of giggles slipped out. She clapped a hand over her mouth and looked back down at the crackers. He gave a polite cough and she groaned to herself. Yep, he thought she was nuts. Great. 

				She had to focus. He was just a sheriff. He was here to help her. But he was also the hottest guy she’d ever met. She banished the cheesy porn music from her head and bit the inside of her cheek to suppress more maniacal giggles. Taking a deep breath, she inched her way along the trunk (which actually was hot enough to fry a T-bone) to put some distance between herself and the object of her sudden lust. 

				“I would appreciate some help,” she said and stuck out her hand in what she hoped was a professional manner. “My name is Carly Foster. And you are, Officer … ?” 

				The patrolman smiled and tucked his thumbs into his belt. He stared up at the sky for a second and then closed the distance between them again. Taking her hand, he bent forward. “Deputy Sheriff Barstow. Wheeler Barstow. And it would be my pleasure to help you, Mrs. Foster.” 

				“Oh, I’m not married,” she declared, and snapped her mouth closed. Dammit.

				Wheeler grinned and released her hand. “I didn’t think you were, but I had to make sure,” he said with a laugh and stepped around her. Carly opened her mouth in annoyance and stared after him. Realizing she looked like a deranged fish, she clamped it shut again and pressed her lips together before sneaking a peek at Hot Cop. He was leaning into the driver’s side window of her car and the view was almost as spectacular as the mountain scenery. 

				Swallowing her giggle, Carly asked, “And just why do you have to make sure, um, Deputy Barstow?” 

				“It’s Wheeler,” he said from inside the car, “and I had to make sure because I normally don’t take married ladies out on dates.” He pulled his head out and turned to see her reaction. Stunned, all she could do was stare at him and blink. 

				A gorgeous smile spread across his face. “Don’t have a lot to say, do you, girl? Well, that’s OK. Let me, ah …  jump you and we’ll discuss it over some drinks tomorrow night.” He ambled past her and walked to the trunk of his cruiser. 

				Jump her? Carly was tempted to play along, but it had been a crap-tastically long night. She looked down at her coffee-stained shorts and ran her hands through her hair. It probably looked like a nest for gophers. Gophers, really? She needed more sleep.

				“Um, Officer. I mean, Wheeler. That would be very nice, I’m sure, but how do you know I’m even from around here?”

				“Not many people come up this road with Illinois tags that aren’t headed to Ruby Spring,” he said as he opened his trunk, grabbed jumper cables and walked to the front of his cruiser. He raised his eyebrows at her as he felt under the hood of his car for the catch to raise it. She narrowed her eyes. Was it psycho to be jealous of a car hood?

				“Oh. Well, how do you know that I’m not just passing through and staying at the hotel there?” she tried again, folding her arms. 

				“Because the hotel isn’t accepting guests. There’s a big sign at the entrance that says so. You have to be one of the drama people.” As he walked by her, he winked and patted her head. Carly stomped after him. 

				“Now how would I know that? I didn’t see any entrance,” she demanded. 

				“Then you should have been looking closer about an eighth of a mile ago.” Wheeler straightened up and held out jumper cables. “Here. Hold this, Miss Explorer.” 

				Carly snatched them from his hand and looked down the road. “You mean to tell me the ghost town is around that bend back there?” 

				He winked again and began humming as he connected one end to his battery. 

				She rolled her eyes and ran her hand through her hair again. “Great. Just great.” Embarrassed, she looked down at her new red wedge sandals. They were covered in coffee stains, too. Feeling Wheeler’s eyes on her, she looked up and caught his intent, almost ferocious stare. 

				What was with this guy? She normally didn’t fall for smooth lines and men who were way too delicious for their own good. And she certainly didn’t fall for pushy guys. But this guy did rescue her. Her resolution not to lust after, develop a crush on, and/or date people from summer theater jobs didn’t include tasty cops she met on the side of a road, did it? No, it certainly did not. 

				She cleared her dry throat and Wheeler’s lips curved in amusement. “So how about that drink tomorrow night?” 

				She grinned. “OK. Yes. And thanks for your help.” Hell, it was summertime and she could allow herself some adventure. Still smiling, she ambled back to her car and watched with pleasure as Wheeler attached the jumper cables and then turned the ignition in his cruiser. 

				“Start it up, just to make sure,” he yelled over the heavy metal. Good God, he was hot. 

				“Sure thing.” Carly gritted her teeth as she slid into the sticky seat and fumbled with the key. The engine came to life and she gave him a thumbs-up. 

				“Don’t forget to buckle up, sweetheart,” he shouted. She hadn’t been called that in ages. Her face turned red and she glanced over at Wheeler. He was seat-dancing to the music, trying to make her laugh. And she did. How could she not be sucked in? 

				He removed the cables, threw them in his back seat and then slid into the driver’s seat. “I’ll call you,” he mouthed with a wink and with a spin of tires he was off. He was around the next bend by the time the dust cleared. 

	
				Chapter Two

				Still smiling, Carly made a U-turn and headed back down the highway. She braked around one sharp curve and immediately saw a huge sign for Ruby Spring. How could she have missed it? Pulling across the road to the entrance, she slowed down and peered at the writing on the bottom. 

				“Guest services unavailable this summer but please join us for live professional Theater. 7:30 nightly, opening July twentieth,” she read aloud. “Nice,” she said wryly as she drove up the gravel road. It twisted and turned, much like the highway, for about a mile and then opened out into a spectacular little valley. 

				Neat, weathered wooden buildings lined the single-wide dirt throughway that passed for a street. The largest and nearest building on the right side of the street was painted in vibrant Victorian colors reflecting the mountainous desert setting. An elaborate, antiquated sign read “Ruby Spring Hotel.” Next to the sign was a paved parking lot with several cars.

				“Civilization!” Carly exclaimed and steered around the hairpin turns down to the valley. As she approached the hotel, she saw a tall blonde woman waddle onto the front porch. The woman shaded her eyes from the sun with one hand and pressed the other over her swollen abdomen. Carly turned off the car and hopped out. 

				“Carly?” the woman inquired. 

				“That’s me,” Carly called and bounded up the steps. She held out her hand and smiled. 

				Taking it, the woman beamed and said, “I’m Sophie. Daniel’s wife. Did you have any trouble getting here?” 

				Carly laughed and shook her head. “I’ll tell you about it later. Daniel told me all about his theater, but he didn’t tell me you were expecting.” 

				Sophie rolled her eyes and held open the screen door. “Men. It’s OK, though. I would rather have him fussing over that than fussing over me.” 

				Carly followed her into the lobby, bracing herself for the possibility of decay in the old building. Her eyes were drawn instantly to the front desk. It was a large semi-circle, of intricately carved dark oak and built into the banister of the wide, curving staircase. 

				“Wow.” Carly ran her hand over it. “This is amazing. I have to tell you, I didn’t know what to expect when Daniel said ‘restoration needed.’ I guess he wasn’t talking about the hotel.” 

				Sophie chuckled. “No, the hotel is in great shape. It’s been in operation since it was opened in 1885. This summer is the first summer we won’t have guests, but it’s worth it if we can get the theater restored.” 

				Carly wandered over to the built-in bookshelves to the left of the staircase. “These are great, too.” Lost in her favorite pastime, old architecture, she didn’t realize someone was behind her until cold hands clapped over her eyes. She yelped and struggled to turn around. 

				“Nope, gotta guess first,” whispered a familiar voice. Carly smiled hugely and grabbed the well-known hands that covered her eyes. “Ross, you’re here!” 

				Turning around, she gave him a giant hug and then looked him over. Dark, almost black, hair peeked out from under a rag of a baseball cap and his jeans fit him like a second skin. His tight T-shirt showed off smoothly muscled, deeply tanned skin. He had a dancer’s body, and he showed it off to his best advantage. His wide smile was infectious as he winked at her flirtatiously. Ross was completely the same, except, of course, for the fact that he had pierced his left eyebrow. 

				She gave him a light punch in the stomach. “When did you get here?” 

				“Mark dropped me off at O’Hare and I flew into Albuquerque last night. He cried buckets, but honestly, I don’t miss him all that much. I’m terrible. But, really, we had only gone on a couple of dates. To tell you the truth, he was getting kind of creepy. So, it’s over. I’m such a slut. Ha. Did you make it here OK?” 

				Carly sighed and patted his shoulder. “I’ll tell you about it over a huge glass of water and some lunch.” 

				Sophie walked to the other side of the lobby and pushed open a swinging door. She was all business. “Carly, hope you don’t mind living on the third floor. Most of the guest room furniture is in storage and a bunch of rooms are bare, awaiting renovation. We have another empty room on the second, but it’s kind of small. Since you’ll be here for a while, I gave you the bigger one. Daniel will be home in a little while and he’ll help you with your things. In the meantime, come on into the kitchen and you’ll get that water and a sandwich right now.” 

				Ross clasped her hand and pulled. “Carly’s here, Carly’s here,” he chanted as he dragged her toward the kitchen. 

				“You’re such a little kid,” she retorted, elbowing him in the ribs. 

				“And you’re not immature?” he shot back.

				“At least I don’t leave bawling boyfriends at the airport,” she teased, pulling them both through the swinging kitchen door. 

				“No, you leave cops swooning over you in the mountains.” 

				He opened his mouth, mimicking her shocked expression. Carly’s face turned bright red for the second time that day.

				“What? How do you know about that?” 

				“I went for a little hike up the south ridge about fifteen minutes ago and stopped at a cliff. I saw the whole thing, you shameless whore.” 

				She gasped and sank down at the kitchen table. Still laughing, Ross handed her a large glass of ice water. Her face heated, she took a long drink and then peeked at Sophie over the rim.

				“Which cop?” asked Sophie in a casual tone as she began to pull sandwich makings out of the refrigerator. 

				Carly’s eyes went liquid and she sighed. “His name is Wheeler. And we have a date tomorrow night.” 

				Sophie dropped the bread on the counter and turned around. “Um … not a good idea. You are begging for trouble if you get mixed up with him.” 

				Carly glanced at Ross. He shrugged. “Seemed cute enough to me,” he said, “plus he saved this aging damsel in distress.” 

				Sophie shut the refrigerator with her hip and unscrewed a jar of mustard. She didn’t respond, and Ross and Carly looked at each other in confusion. After a minute or two, she turned and placed a sandwich on the table in front of Carly. “Look, I don’t mean to be negative,” she said as she lowered herself to a chair, “but Wheeler is a … well, he’s quite a handful. To be diplomatic about it.” 

				“I get it,” Ross said. “You mean he’s an asshole.” 

				Carly slapped her hand over his mouth. “I appreciate your concern, Sophie. But I can handle Wheeler. It’s really just one date, just to thank him for helping me out.” She paused. “If you think about it, he was a gentleman. He didn’t even touch me except to shake my hand,” she added. 

				Ross smirked and reached over to squeeze the back of Carly’s neck. “Plus, our girl here is old enough to take care of herself. Almost thirty, hmm? When’s your birthday? Isn’t it sometime in June?”

				Carly narrowed her eyes and pushed his hand away. “I don’t see how that is particularly relevant, Ross.” 

				Sophie drummed her fingers on the table and looked back and forth from Ross to Carly. After a moment, she shook her head. “OK. Why don’t you finish that food and then you can take a tour of Ruby Spring?” 

				Ross jumped up. “I’ll meet you out front,” he said and bounded out the door. 

				Sophie chuckled. “Does he always have that much energy?” 

				Carly nodded her head yes, her mouth full of food. Ross never got tired and put his work above everything else. Two of the many reasons he made such a great director. Carly swallowed the last of her sandwich, and then drained the last of her water. She gave Sophie a sheepish grin. “Guess I was hungry.” 

				Sophie looked at her with amusement. “Ross makes me jealous,” she said. “Not that I am lazy, but being eight months pregnant sucks the ambition right out of a person sometimes.” 

				Carly patted her hand. “From what Daniel says, you are the ambition behind this entire project.” 

				Sophie grinned. “Well, now that you mention it, the only way that man stays on track for even twenty seconds at a time is if I manage his every move.” They both laughed as the kitchen door swung open with a bang. 

				“Manage this!” 

				Carly turned at the deep, familiar voice and saw a tall, thin man with dark hair entering the kitchen. He was loaded down with Carly’s luggage and was attempting to balance an open bottle of grape soda on top of it. 

				Sophie jumped up from the table, faster than it would have appeared possible. “Daniel Henry Day.” She reached out and plucked the soda from its precarious position on top of Carly’s makeup case. “What do you think you’re doing?”

				Daniel winked at Carly. She couldn’t help but laugh as she stood and grabbed some of her luggage from his arms. He dumped the rest on the table and turned to Sophie, enveloping her in a warm embrace. He placed a loud kiss on her neck and she squealed, smacking his arm.

				“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m making out with Miss America,” he said into her shoulder. 

				Wiggling free, Sophie held him at arm’s length and her expression softened as she looked into his eyes. He brushed a lock of hair from the side of her face and lowered his head to kiss her reverently.

				Carly stared at them, embarrassed. They looked so perfect together. It was ridiculous to feel like a third wheel with people she didn’t even really know, but all the same, she felt minuscule. She used to long for a man to look at her like that. But not anymore. Not this summer. The next three months were supposed to be completely devoid of theater romance. 

				Irritated with herself, she shook it off and snapped her fingers. 

				“Earth to Daniel and Sophie,” she said. “Is it about time for that grand tour?” 

				With reluctance, Daniel let his hands slide from Sophie’s shoulders. She leaned up and kissed his cheek. “Go on. Ross is waiting on the porch. And he isn’t getting any more patient.”

				“I can attest to that,” Carly said as she pushed open the kitchen door. 

				Ross was waiting as promised, a play script and pen in hand. “Come on, cop lover … what’s taking you so long? Did you forget to grab your night stick?” he laughed as Carly rolled her eyes and bounded down the front steps of the hotel.

				“Always working, aren’t you?” she teased back as she flicked his script with her index finger. He responded by tugging on an imaginary police hat, whistling and licking his lips. “Shut up,” she declared as she sailed past him. Ross reached forward to grab her hand. 

				Daniel loped ahead of them, staring up at the façade of the building next to the hotel. Following his gaze, Carly wrestled her hand loose and looked. A few weathered clapboard shingles hung above a big, faded sign that read “General Hardware Store.” Her gaze trailed down the grayish-brown building, noting the simple doorframe and leaded plate glass windows. Amazing. It was like being on the set of Tombstone or some other Western movie. Except it was real. 

				She shaded her eyes and peered up the street. Next to the general store was what had to be a stable because of the hitching post out front and the hayloft on the second story. She squinted at the building beyond the stable and started toward it. It was smaller than the general store, but still had the remains of faded and peeling red paint. 

				“What’s this one?” she asked.

				“That, my dear, is the saloon,” declared Daniel in a proud voice. 

				Stopping in front of the entrance, Carly ran her hands over the smooth wood and eased open the ancient screen door. She turned an old brass knob and the thick door creaked as she entered. “What, no swinging shutters?” she joked as she stepped through into the dim interior. 

				Directly in front of her against the wall was a huge bar, carved much the same as the front desk in the hotel. Scattered around the room were square plank tables, with chairs upended on top of them. Dust sifted through light made by cracks in the window shutters. 

				A staircase curved from the right side of the bar into a wide gallery-style balcony that encircled the room. Several stools and an old piano perched up there, as if waiting for customers to come and observe the action below. Carly was in her element. She stood motionless, her tired eyes straying around, darting here, resting there.

				“We could leave her here for ten years and she’d still be in heaven,” whispered Ross. 

				Daniel smiled. “Just wait ’til she sees the theater.” 

				The theater was far beyond Carly’s expectations. Standing at the back of the house, she swiveled her head in amazement. “This is like winning the lottery,” she whispered, looking up. A generous, sloping balcony arced in a semicircle overhead. On either side of it, quaint boxes with red tattered curtains nestled into the old plaster walls. Wide, curving rows of faded velvet-covered wooden seats sloped down before her, ending in an elaborate, soaring proscenium arch. The arch framing the stage was painted a dull white, but Carly knew that a treasure was hidden beneath. 

				She meandered down one of the two side aisles, looking at the chandeliered ceiling as she walked. “This used to have a mural, didn’t it?” she asked. 

				Daniel stomped past her and flopped into a seat in the front row. A cloud of dust rose into the stuffy air. “Yeah. Although the only pictures we have of the original aren’t all that great. My brother, wonderful man that he is, offered to help you out with the ceiling restoration.”

				“Oh yeah?” Carly answered and climbed the narrow steps in front of the stage. Making sure to be gentle, she scratched a corner of the proscenium with a fingernail. “OK by me. This was gilded, I would imagine,” she muttered. 

				“What’s ‘gilded’?” Ross asked. He was behind her now, looking up into the cavernous area above the stage. The backstage door of the theater flew open with a thud, jolting Carly from her inspection.

				“Gilded means golden, and unfortunately for you, Daniel, that’s not the term I would apply to that dangerous witch you hired to be your lead actress.”

				Carly swiveled and saw a tiny woman slam the door shut, a tape measure looped around her neck, her hands jammed on ample hips. A puffy red scratch mark marred one round cheek. Throwing back her frizzy lion’s mane of hair, the woman clomped on platform sandals to the front of the stage. She leaned down and stuck a finger in Daniel’s face. 

				“She has to go. I can’t work for twelve weeks with a diva like that! You’re the producer. It’s either her or me. I won’t stand for co-workers who assault people!” 

				Daniel’s eyes widened and he looked at Ross for help. Ross rolled his eyes and walked over to the woman and took her by the shoulders. 

				“Sweetie, are you Nancy? My brilliant costume designer?” he cooed. “I am SO excited to be working with you. I’ve heard so much about the show you just opened in L.A.” Taking her arm, he steered her down the narrow steps and up the central aisle of the theater. 

				The door banged open again. A beautiful cover-model redhead in stiletto heels covered the stage in wide strides. Standing near the footlights, she swept her dainty arm through the air.

				“That’s right, leave. You obviously don’t have the ability to handle real talent anyway.” Sniffing, she looked down at Daniel and pouted, batting her lovely eyelashes. 

				“Give me a break,” Carly muttered as she leaned against the arch. The young woman’s spine stiffened, but she didn’t turn around. 

				“What did you say?” she demanded.

				Carly bounded across the distance between them and stuck out her hand. “You must be one of the actresses. Hi, I’m Carly.” 

				The beauty didn’t spare her a glance. “Hi, I’m leaving,” she retorted as she picked her way down the steps and past Daniel.

				“Let this be a lesson to you in the future, Mr. Producer,” she snarled over her shoulder, “No decent actress has to put up with some low-budget designer telling them they’re too fat for costumes.” She shoved open the double doors of the theater and disappeared into the sunlight. 

				Carly pressed her lips together to keep from laughing and looked at Daniel. Shock froze his handsome, angular face. He sat in silence until a car started up in the distance, screeching its tires and spinning gravel. 

				Slowly Daniel put a hand over his eyes and grunted. “Sophie’s gonna kill me. She told me to wait for Ross before introducing everybody. Why don’t I listen to her?” He moved his fingers apart and peered up at Carly. “Are all theater people this volatile?” 

				Laughing, Carly sat next to him in a dusty seat. “Not the ones who keep getting work … unless they are talented beyond belief. Was she that good?”

				Daniel sighed. “She looked that good. And I know that would have sold tickets. Man, I’m a pig.” 

				He gazed at Carly with puppy dog eyes. A few years ago, she would have fallen all over herself to convince him otherwise, but now that she was older and hopefully wiser, she held back her sympathy. 

				“Even pigs deserve second chances,” she declared, patting his shoulder. “You’ll find another actress. Don’t worry about it.” Rising and dusting off the seat of her shorts, she was suddenly exhausted. “Look, I don’t want to leave you here in your hour of need, but I really have to change my hideous clothes, take a shower, and unpack.” 

				Daniel stood and put an arm around her. “Carly? Did I tell you yet that I am so happy I hired you?” He grinned and gestured around the theater. Carly laughed, despite her tiredness.

				“Daniel, again. You don’t have to worry. From what I have seen of Ruby Spring today, wild horses couldn’t drag me away.”

								• • •

								Later that evening, clean, rested, and refreshed, Carly dragged a pink sundress out of her suitcase and slipped it on. Standing in front of the large oval mirror in her guest room under the eaves, high on the third floor of the Ruby Spring Hotel, she tried on a hesitant smile. Her shoulder-length light brown hair lay in soft, damp waves against her sun-pink cheeks. Large gray eyes, although tired, sparkled in her heart-shaped face. Her cheekbones actually looked elegant in the dusky light peeking through the recessed windows. 

				Satisfied that she didn’t look like she’d been gnawed half to death by raccoons, Carly pushed her suitcase over on the four-poster bed and smoothed the old quilt. Grabbing a plain white pair of sneakers, she slipped them on her feet and made her way down the curving staircase of the hotel to the lobby. The air had cooled considerably outside, and she shivered, wishing for a sweater as she passed the front desk to head for the kitchen. Rummaging in the refrigerator, she heard the door swing open. 

				“Ross, I’m not raiding your food for much longer. Tomorrow I’ll go into town and get some groceries,” she said, pulling out an orange and a tub of chicken salad. A large, tanned hand came around her shoulder and reached for a beer. 

				“You could raid mine anytime you want to, good lookin’.” 

				Carly’s heart dropped to her stomach. Wheeler! But what was he doing here? Their date wasn’t until tomorrow night. She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of leather and woodsy cologne. She closed her eyes for a second, reveling in the pure maleness of him. 

				“I thought you were going to call me, Wheeler,” she said in a quiet voice. 

				Placing a gentle hand on his hard chest, she pushed him back and sat down at the table, smoothing her sundress. He pulled out the chair next to her and turned it around, straddling it. Sipping his beer, he flashed her one of his sure-to-charm grins. 

				“Couldn’t wait on that, Carly. I had to see you,” he stated. 

				She gripped the orange in her hands and looked across the table to the coffeemaker on the counter. The clock on it read 9:30. It wasn’t really all that late. Tipping her head, she looked into his blue eyes. They left her weak, just as they had that afternoon. 

				He reached over and covered her hands and the orange with one of his large, smooth palms. “This doesn’t look much like a very good dinner to me, miss,” he joked. Carly threw her head back and laughed. A strap of her dress slipped from her shoulder. 

				“I wasn’t aware that you were keeping such close tabs on my eating habits, but whatever floats your boat, I guess,” she replied with a grin.

				Wheeler’s magnetic eyes slid from her face and he caught his teeth in his lower lip. He moved his hand from hers and reached for her shoulder. Grasping the strap of her sundress, he raised it back up to her shoulder, skimming her soft skin and instantly raising goose bumps.

				“C’mon, Carly girl. Come with me,” he whispered.

				She was lost.

	
				Chapter Three

				This had to be the worst night of her life. After a dinner of a dry hamburger, soggy fries and uncomfortable conversation, Wheeler had insisted they go dancing. Not taking no for an answer, he had driven across Albuquerque to one of the seediest dumps she had ever seen. In a loud voice, he’d ordered her a watery drink and proceeded to introduce her as “his hottie for the night.” 

				After ignoring her, shooting a couple of rounds of pool and losing a wad of money, he had started drinking in earnest. It was well past time to go. The country music at the cramped, hazy bar was pounding into Carly’s brain and the thick cigarette smoke stung her eyes. 

				Gazing down at her half-finished cocktail, she played with the straw and glanced at her watch. Two A.M. She should be asleep right now. There was a production meeting at the theater tomorrow morning … wait …  this morning. Shit. It wasn’t like her to show up unprepared and exhausted. She was beyond irritated that the bonehead hadn’t taken any of her subtle hints. But one way or another, she had to get out of there. Pasting a bright smile on her face, she looked up at Wheeler. 

				“Hey there, handsome,” she began. “Have you looked at a clock lately?” 

				She was alarmed to see that his gorgeous eyes were now red-rimmed, and he had a nose to match. His leather jacket was stained with mustard and a toothpick dangled from the corner of his mouth.

				“Whats’a matter, good lookin’? Doncha like to party?” he retorted, grabbing her shoulder with a rough hand. 

				He shoved her toward the dance floor, crashing into a table as they went. What in the hell was she thinking? This guy was completely different from the dashing officer who had rescued her that afternoon. She looked up into his foggy eyes and decided to take matters into her own hands. 

				Carly wrenched her shoulder from his grasp and turned, heading for the exit. Images of a handsome and charming Wheeler flooded her tired mind, but she pushed the bitter thoughts away. She slammed open the door and walked into the dark parking lot past the blare of the music, pulling her completely charged cell phone from her purse. Tapping an impatient foot on the gravel, she fretted for a minute before scrolling to the number for the hotel. Just as she was about to hit “send,” Wheeler grabbed her arm and spun her around. 

				“Where do you think you’re goin’?” he demanded. 

				His breath was a fog of whiskey and his eyes glittered in the dim light provided by the neon sign above the bar. This time, Carly was way too angry to be intimidated by him. 

				“I’m going wherever I want, and believe me, you aren’t invited!” she shouted, shoving him in the chest. 

				In the flash of an eye, Wheeler snatched the phone from her hand and hurled it into the bushes across the parking lot. Stumbling, he hooted as it connected with a rock. 

				“Always did have good aim,” he crowed, making shooting motions with his fingers. 

				Disgusted with Wheeler, and though she hated to admit it, furious with herself, Carly stalked back across the gravel to the roadhouse door. Before she even got halfway, Wheeler’s hands were on her again. 

				“Dammit!” she yelled and struggled to free herself. 

				This time, though, his grip was like iron. He whirled her around and pinched her face in one of his large hands. 

				“Carly girl, you are just askin’ for it.”

				He lowered his head and enveloped her lips in a sloppy wet kiss. Carly gagged on the taste of cheap alcohol and cigarettes. Panic kicked in and she brought her knee up into his crotch. Hard. He released her and doubled over. 

				Howling, he stumbled backward and slammed his head on a truck’s side mirror. Cursing at the top of his lungs, he grabbed the mirror and wrenched it off the truck. He stomped on it until it cracked and then gave it a violent kick. Fear replaced Carly’s anger. 

				Not taking her eyes from him, she inched her way through the dark toward the bar as Wheeler stumbled to his car and still cursing, managed to start it and back up. 

				She squeezed herself behind some bushes next to the door as he careened around the parking lot, looking for her.

				“Carly. Get out here. NOW!” he screamed, “You better listen to me, girl. You’ll regret this.” 

				Every part of her wanted to go back inside, but she had to make sure he left. After a few endless minutes, Wheeler gave up and pulled out of the lot with a screech of tires. Her knees shaking in relief, Carly eased out of her hiding place and took a deep breath. 

				She looked up at the stars and set her mouth in a grim line. “I am not going to cry. I am not going to freak,” she said. Her voice shook.
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