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HEARTLAND

CHAPTER ONE

ere in the hell am I? Rachel was lost. She had been
driving around in what seemed like circles for the
past twenty minutes. The directions had been pretty clear,
but it was obvious that she had missed a turn somewhere.
The road was narrow, but she pulled off to the side as far
as possible and looked at the map again. She had only been
paying half attention the entire two-hour drive from Phoenix,
her mind ticking off the unchecked items on her to-do list. She
had worked practically nonstop for weeks preparing for this
long-overdue vacation. She was tired and grouchy and had a
splitting headache.

The sound of another vehicle approaching drew Rachel’s
attention from the wrinkled paper in her lap. She looked up
just in time to see a bright red flash round the curve in front
of her. She saw the Jeep an instant before the other driver saw
her, and their eyes locked in surprise.

“Holy shit!” Shivley exclaimed, spotting the tan sedan
stopped on the narrow road. Stomping on the brakes with both
feet and grabbing her dog Lucy by the collar all in one motion,
she skidded to a stop just inches in front of the car. “Son of a
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bitch!”” She unlatched her seat belt and vaulted out of the Jeep,
Lucy following after her.

Not waiting for the dust to clear, she said, “What in the
hell do you think you’re doing stopped in the middle of the
road like that? You could have got yourself killed, or worse—
you could have killed somebody else with your foolishness!”
She stopped her ranting when the other driver stepped out of
the car and onto the hard dirt road.

Shivley’s eyes blazed a trail up from a pair of well-worn
work boots to long, slim legs covered by a pair of faded jeans
buttoned over a flat stomach. She lingered too long on perfectly
formed breasts covered by a thin white tank top. A smooth
brown neck led to a pair of very kissable lips partially hidden
by golden hair blowing in the breeze. Crystal clear blue eyes
stared back at her.

“Oh my God! Are you all right?” the woman said. “I think
I’m lost and I was looking at my map again to get my bearings.
I pulled off to the side as far as I could. I hadn’t seen anybody
on this road since the highway and I didn’t expect to run into
anyone. [’m sorry if I frightened you.”

When the woman finally stopped to take a breath Shivley
knew she needed to say something, but her voice froze
somewhere in her throat. She realized she was standing there
with her mouth gaping open but was helpless to do anything
about it. The dog sitting attentively by her side began to
growl.

“Lucy, quiet,” Shivley was finally able to croak out. The
Queensland heeler immediately quieted down and sat patiently
at her side. Shivley’s heart was still racing from the adrenaline
of almost hitting the car or worse if she had swerved. There
was no guardrail on the dirt road, and the drop to the left was
steep and rocky.

“Are you going to speak to me or just stand there and look
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at me like I just fell out of the sky?”” the woman asked with her
hands on her hips.

Jeez, Shivley, get a grip. “I—I’m sorry,” she stammered
out of politeness. “I guess you just caught me off guard.” Her
mouth was dry, and her voice didn’t sound like hers at all.
She cleared her throat and swallowed a few times. “I’m all
right. I was just surprised to round the corner and find you
sitting here.” Shivley was not sure if she was making coherent
conversation or not. She’d been overwhelmed by the woman
the instant she stepped out of the car. “You said you were lost.
What are you trying to find?”” Shivley had lived in and around
this area most of her adult life and knew most of the roads and
landmarks.

“Let me get my map,” the woman replied, turning and
walking back to the rental car. When she leaned through the
open window to grab the map, Shivley moaned at the perfectly
round ass encased in tight jeans that fit her like a second skin.
The way she walked and carried herself, Shivley came to the
conclusion that this was not a city girl. “Snap out of it, Shivley.
You act as if you’ve never seen a woman before,” she mumbled
to herself when the woman backed out of the car window and
headed her way.

“I’m looking for forest road number 23 A. I’'m usually very
good with directions, but I have no idea where I am or how
to get there, and my friends are probably worried about me
by now.” She frowned as she held the map out and indicated
where she thought she was.

When she pointed to a place on the map, Shivley noticed
that she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, nor was there any
evidence that one had ever been there. The scent of perfume
drifted to her in the light breeze, and she found it difficult
to concentrate. She took a small step back to focus on the
conversation and familiarize herself with the map. “You passed

e 13



JULIE CANNON

it. It’s about a mile back on this same road we’re on now. It’s
narrower than this one, so it’s no wonder you missed it. If you
don’t know where it is, you might never find it.”

“I’'m glad to hear that. I'm pretty good with maps and
directions, but I was starting to feel a little stupid because I
couldn’t find it.”

“I can imagine.” Boy, can I ever imagine. Shivley quickly
shut down that thought. She had work to do, and thoughts
as pleasant as the ones that were flashing through her mind
were distracting. In two days she would be responsible for ten
women, and she had to keep her mind clear. She told herself
she had no time for diversions, but her mind had other ideas
that were transmitted to very specific parts of her body. Her
heart had ceased its insistent drumming only slightly, but she
remained acutely aware of the beautiful woman standing in
front of her.

The ensuing silence was a bit awkward, and Rachel
struggled with something to say to prolong the conversation.
She didn’t know why she wanted it to continue. It wasn’t as if
she was going to be around to get to know this woman. Hell,
she wasn’t even going to be around long enough to have an
affair with her unless she wanted to fuck right here and now in
the dirt. Hey, now that’s an idea.

For the first time, Rachel took a good look at the driver
of the vehicle that had come inches from crashing into her.
She was taller than Rachel’s own five foot seven by at least
three or four inches. She had thick, curly hair that was so
brown it gleamed in the midday sun. Her hands looked strong
and powerful, and her short-sleeve shirt clearly displayed the
muscles underneath her tanned skin. Long, muscular legs a
shade lighter than her arms snaked out from beneath a pair
of khaki cargo shorts. The words “strong” and “powerful”
immediately came to mind. Rachel’s headache disappeared
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and goose bumps rose on her arms. Eyes as black as coal
returned her gaze with a twinkle that told Rachel she had been
caught looking. Oops, busted. Good God, Rachel, you really
do need to get laid soon.

“Well, I guess I’d better be getting along, then.” Rachel’s
comment sounded halfhearted.

“I suppose so.” Shivley didn’t want her to go but knew it
was ridiculous to try to stop her. “Back that way about a mile,”
she reiterated and pointed for emphasis. She held the paper out
to the other woman.

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” Rachel took the map and their
fingers lightly grazed each other.

Shivley glanced at her hand where the woman had
inadvertently touched her. It looked perfectly normal, but the
spot where they had touched felt like it had just been scorched
with a hot poker. Shivley quickly rubbed it several times and
took a deep breath.

“Come on, Lucy, let’s go.” The dog sprang to life at her
command, eager to be on the way.

“Thanks again for your help,” Rachel added, not knowing
what else to say. She carefully turned her rental car around on
the narrow road and waited for the Jeep to pass. There was
something about the woman that was intriguing, but Rachel
couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She seethed sensuality in an
understated way almost to the point of not having a clue of its
effect. She was definitely a lesbian and far different from the
women Rachel was typically attracted to. They were hot, they
knew it, and they used it to their advantage every chance they
had. This was refreshing, if only for a few minutes.

Shivley passed the tan sedan, and a vague sense of loss
came over her. She had been drawn to the driver in a way
she had neither expected nor experienced in several years.
She was so absorbed in her work that she rarely took time for

e ]5



JULIE CANNON

herself and only came into town to pick up supplies. Her social
skills—no, correct that—her flirting skills had atrophied due
to lack of use, and Shivley frowned as she wondered why that
suddenly bothered her.
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CHAPTER TwoO

Tearing open the bag of dog treats, Shivley exited the
pet store and stepped onto the sidewalk. Summer had
finally arrived, and the warm sun that melted over her body
felt glorious. It had been a long winter with above-average
snowfall, and she felt every degree below freezing in her
bones. The forecast for the last week in May was sunny with
daytime temperatures in the mid-seventies. Lost in thought,
Shivley turned to walk to the hardware store and ran right into
a pedestrian walking in the opposite direction.

“I’m so sorry,” Shivley said, automatically reaching out
and grabbing the arm of the person stumbling backward. In an
instant Shivley recognized her as the stunning woman she’d
met earlier in the day. “I guess it’s my turn to ask if you're
all right.” And if you’d like to have dinner, or go to a movie.
Maybe spend several hours in bed?

“I’m fine, thanks.” Rachel returned the smile. “It seems as
though we’re destined to keep running into each other today.”

“It appears so.” Shivley glanced up and down to assure
herself that the poor woman she had collided with was not
injured.
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“Im Rachel Stanton.” Rachel held out her hand in
greeting.

“Shivley McCoy.” Shivley stammered for a moment, not
remembering her own name. For the second time that day
her mind was completely blank as to what to say next. She
never had this much trouble talking to someone, particularly
a gorgeous woman. Lucy wiggled at her side and nudged
Shivley as if to say, “Hey, what about me?” “Oh, and this is
Lucy. She’d never forgive me if I didn’t introduce her.”

Rachel kneeled down and scratched the dog under her
chin. “Hey, girl, nice to meet you too.”

Shivley watched in amusement as Lucy nuzzled Rachel’s
hand and wagged her tail. Dogs and babies were great babe
magnets. Not that she was looking for a babe now, but if
and when she was, she was confident Lucy would not let her
down.

“She’s beautiful.”

“Shh, don’t say that too loud. She has a tendency to get a
big head when people give her too many compliments.” Shivley
smiled and rubbed the top of Lucy’s head. Rachel laughed, and
Shivley thought she had never heard a more beautiful sound.
It was deep and rolling like a bubbling brook and it flowed
through her veins.

Rachel stood, or tried to before her right knee buckled.
Shivley caught her hand to steady her before she collapsed in
a heap on the ground. When she helped her up, she was met
with another dazzling smile.

“Thanks.” Rachel gingerly applied weight to the affected
leg.

Rachel’s hand was still wrapped in hers, and Shivley
wanted to hold on forever. Her crotch started to beat in time
with the blood running a race in her body. She suspected her
eyes were giving her away, and to her surprise, she didn’t care.
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“May I come to your aid again, or do you know where you’re
going?” When Rachel didn’t answer, Shivley reluctantly
released her grasp.

“As a matter of fact, I'm going to the grocery store.”
Rachel pointed to the supermarket on the corner. “It helps that
it has a big sign for tourists like me.”

Shivley smiled at Rachel’s self-deprecating humor.
“Where are you visiting from?”” How long are you going to be
here? Can I see you again?

“Atlanta.” The place that Rachel had lived for the last few
years was just that—a place to live. As a child Rachel had
lived in so many different places she never really considered
any of them “home.” That nomadic practice continued into her
adult years, and now Atlanta was simply a convenient place to
fly in and out of.

Shivley cocked her head as if to listen a little better. “You
don’t sound like you’re from Atlanta.”

“I’m not. I’'m a transplant. I confess that at times I can
conjure up a soft Southern drawl.” Rachel used the last
statement to demonstrate.

Shivley’s body exploded in sensation, and she thought she
might faint. Rachel had done an excellent job of mimicking
a Southern woman both in drawl and in batting her eyes
coquettishly. It was all Shivley could do not to swoon. She
snapped out of her stupor when Lucy nudged her leg. “Did
you find your friend’s house?”

“Yes, I did, thanks to your directions. I don’t think I would
have found it without your help.”

“Just being neighborly.” A vision flashed in her mind
of Rachel clad only in a skimpy housecoat standing on her
doorstep asking to borrow a cup of sugar.

Rachel focused on Shivley’s mouth, and Shivley was
unaware of anything other than Rachel looking at her. Rachel
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licked her lips, and Shivley was entranced by the pink tongue.
Her stomach jumped into her throat when Rachel’s gaze burned
a trail up and down her neck, and she had to fight the urge to
throw her head back to allow Rachel greater access.

Rachel shifted and Shivley saw the pulse in Rachel’s neck
beating in tandem with her own. This was the first sign that
Rachel was attracted to her. Shivley could almost taste the salt
on Rachel’s skin and feel the heat beneath her tongue. She
clenched her fists to keep from reaching out and taking Rachel
in her arms. Pulling herself together, she stepped back half
a step. She wanted to ask Rachel how long she would be in
town, but before she had the chance, Rachel spoke.

“Well, I don’t want to keep you any longer. I guess I’d
better get to the store. Thanks again for all of your help.”
Rachel stepped around Shivley and her dog.

Shivley nodded and smiled. “My pleasure.” And it had
definitely been a pleasure. Rachel’s eyes darkened, confirming
that the suggestive wording of Shivley’s acknowledgment
was not lost on her before she walked away.
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CHAPTER THREE

hivley woke early to birds chirping outside her

window. Stretching her arms and legs and filling most
of the king-size bed, she buried under the covers for just a few
more minutes of slumber. Lucy, however, had other ideas, and
she maneuvered her wet nose under the blanket.

“You know you’re not supposed to be up here, young
lady,” Shivley scolded her but couldn’t keep the smile from
spreading over her face. She was rewarded with Lucy’s long
tail thumping against the nightstand. “Okay, I hear you. I’'m up,
I’m up.” Shivley dashed to the bathroom, pulling on her thick
terry-cloth robe as she went. When she emerged, she opened
the patio door, let Lucy outside, and went into the kitchen to
put the coffee on to brew.

After adding a touch of cinnamon to a large mug of
steaming coffee, Shivley headed out to the back porch. She
loved this time of the day. The sounds of the early morning
filled her with strength and peace as she gazed out over her
land.

Four years ago she had bought fifteen hundred acres of
ponderosa pine after her lover lost her battle with cancer. She
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and Dale had met while standing in the supermarket checkout
line, and after paying for their groceries, spent the next three
hours at the coffee shop next door. After they’d been dating for
a year, Shivley gave notice on her apartment and moved into
Dale’s condo. The following year they bought a house, got a
puppy, and opened a joint checking account.

Their plan to live happily ever after was completely
dismantled when they learned of Dale’s illness. At that time
Shivley was the owner of an accounting firm and Dale taught
third grade in the Flagstaff public school system. Shivley turned
the running of the firm over to her most qualified employee
and devoted herself to Dale’s care. During the last few months
of her life, Dale had been in and out of hospitals and hospice
care, with Shivley constantly at her side. In the beginning,
friends would stop by often, but as Dale’s condition worsened
the visits became fewer and farther between. Only a handful of
friends remained and were close by when she died.

The ranch was Shivley’s dream. She had it all worked out
in her head. How many acres she wanted to have, the stock
she wanted to run, and she had even gone so far as to design
the house. It was her dream, not Dale’s. Sure, Dale listened
while she talked and said the appropriate supportive phrases,
but deep down Shivley knew she was just humoring her, and
that hurt.

Her thirty-sixth birthday was when she’d first mentioned
her ranch, as she called it, to Dale. Her business was thriving,
Dale loved teaching, and they had money to spare. They went
on vacations, bought the standard lesbian toys, and made the
obligatory visits to parents and in-laws. Dale hadn’t understood
and kept referring to the ranch as her midlife crisis, but Shivley
knew it was something more profound than wanting to relive
her lost youth.

When she was growing up Shivley wanted to be a cowboy,
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even after her father told her little girls grew up to be young
ladies, not cowboys. She hadn’t listened to him then and she
didn’t listen to him now when he voiced his opinion of her,
her lifestyle, and her choice of residence. Her mother took her
vows to love, honor, and obey to the extreme and never once
contradicted him in Shivley’s presence. Shivley doubted she
ever did. Her mother had said little, but her father was appalled
when she told him she was selling her accounting practice and
her house and using the proceeds and Dale’s life insurance to
buy land and open a dude ranch. Long ago she had ceased to
care what he thought, and even though he and her mother lived
only twenty miles from where she was sitting right now, she
had never invited him out to see the place.

After Dale’s death Shivley lost herself in the ranch, often
working until she dropped into bed exhausted. This grueling
pace had continued for six months before her best friend Ann
came to the ranch and rescued her from herself. Ann had
taken over the responsibility of everything inside the house
and saw to it that Shivley ate regular meals, went to bed at
a decent hour, and relaxed for at least an hour each day. She
still worked hard, but in the past few months had started to
enjoy life again. It was during one of those quiet times when
she happened to mention to Ann her idea of opening a dude
ranch. She had enough money to last her a few years if she
was careful, but she also knew how unexpected expenses were
usually the most expensive. She knew that there were other
little girls who dreamed of riding horses, roping cows, and
bedding down on the ground under the stars. Well, maybe
not directly on the ground, but definitely under the stars. And
she thought she could make money at it as well. She named
the ranch Springdale in honor of the first spring after Dale’s
death.

Shivley refilled her mug and returned to the deck. She
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put her feet up on the small table, leaned back, and closed her
eyes, enjoying the scent and sounds of the forest. Her land
held a thick population of ponderosa pine with a sprinkling
of aspen trees. She loved the change of seasons, especially
when the aspens exploded in color in the fall and wildflowers
eagerly popped their heads out of the ground at the first sign
of spring.

With a mix of reluctance and anticipation, Shivley stood.
“Lucy! Come on, girl.” The two almost collided as the dog
rounded the corner at full speed. “We have to get ready. We’ve
got guests coming this afternoon, and you know what that
means.”

Lucy looked at her as if she understood every word Shivley
was saying. Her tail wagged so hard the entire half of her body
moved with excitement, and she could hardly keep still.

“That’s right. Women!”

o,
o

Rachel looked at her watch as she pulled into the space
designated for the return of her rental car. It was odd to
see the Timex Indiglo on her wrist where her sleek Cartier
watch typically rested. She was far more comfortable with
the multifunctional timepiece than with the ever-present
showpiece. She was thirty minutes early, and as far as she
could tell, the first one here for her twelve fifteen flight.

She turned off the car and leaned her head back. She was
tired and her eyes hurt. She had slept fitfully the night before,
her dreams filled with a knight in shining armor with piercing
black eyes. Rachel was the damsel in distress, and her savior
rode in a red Jeep and rescued her. Following the fairy-tale
plot line, she rewarded her knight with the proverbial thank-
you kiss. It was what happened after the kiss that woke Rachel

24



HEARTLAND

on the brink of orgasm. She could only remember one other
time when a dream was so vivid that she climaxed in her sleep,
and the erotic images ticking inside her subconscious last night
came very close to doing the same. As it was, she finally gave
up on going back to sleep until she took matters into her own
hands.

A familiar sound roused Rachel from her partial slumber.
She craned her head and saw a plane taxiing into the small
airport. Rachel had been on enough private planes lately to
recognize this one was a Beechcraft King Air 350, and it was
a beauty. The King Air was fully appointed, and Rachel was
curious who owned such an exquisite aircraft. She was surprised
when an ordinary-looking man and woman descended the
steps. In her experience, people who either owned or flew in
private jets typically were not shy about flaunting their status,
and she could spot them from a mile away. These two were
very different.

The man was about forty years old with well-worn jeans
and boots that probably hadn’t seen a shine in years, which
was a direct contradiction to the short-cropped hair and
physical bearing of a career military officer. The woman was
very similar except she was a good six inches taller and fifty
pounds heavier than her companion. She too carried a certain
air of authority, and Rachel assumed they must be the flight
crew. When no one else exited the sleek aircraft, she opened
the car door.

The small boarding area quickly filled with the flight crew
and ten women. The room was crackling with excitement,
anticipation, and just a pinch of fear.

“Good afternoon, ladies. My name is Gail West, and along
with my buddy here, Bart Tillman, we’ll be your pilots for our
short flight to the Springdale Ranch.”

Rachel half listened to the safety briefing, imagining
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what the next ten days would bring. The plain but informative
brochure said that the Springdale was a working ranch, which
meant they would have the opportunity to experience a variety
of activities that kept the ranch running while enjoying the
great outdoors. Chores included fence mending, cattle tagging,
giving of inoculations, and the customary cattle drive. A large
block fireplace in the bunkhouse was the showcase picture on
the inside flap. Each guest would have her own room with all
the amenities, and four women in a Jacuzzi were featured on
page three. All this and the opportunity to discover muscles
you never even knew you had as well as blisters, broken
fingernails, the assorted bumps and bruises, and all for the
price of $7,500 per person.

The safety briefing complete, she picked up her duftel and
headed for adventure. Rachel chuckled. In a plane this size,
every seat was a window seat and every seat an aisle seat,
which suited her because she was not in the mood to socialize
with her fellow passengers, at least not yet. She had enough
of people, talking, and posturing to fill her needs for the next
several months. She wanted—no, she needed to be alone with
no crises, worries, or intellectual challenges to clog her mind.

Rachel was one of the top political strategists in the
country and highly sought after by candidates all over the
country for her success at getting her clients elected. Lately
those responsibilities had morphed into public relations more
than anything else. Rachel instructed her candidates on how
to walk and stand with an air of authority and confidence, on
the amount of pressure they needed in their handshake, and
on dozens of other little mannerisms that would magically
transform their image into that of a leader. And then there
was the spin. The twisting of unpopular positions, politically
dangerous liaisons, or previous voting records into whatever
angle necessary to get elected today. For the last several months
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the constant nausea from spinning and weaving sound bites
threatened to gag her every time she stepped into a campaign
headquarters office. She needed to get away, recharge, and if
she was lucky, maybe even get laid.

As a teenager, Rachel had spent three years on a ranch in
southern Montana, and thanks to her nonexistent father and
irresponsible mother, it was just another place in a long line
of places that the state referred to as foster homes. They were
never “homes” to Rachel, but places where she slept and ate,
and in most cases, where people simply tolerated her for $362
a month.

At first she was appalled by the lack of creature comforts,
including no television or stereo, in the Stewart house. They
didn’t even have a microwave. She was intimidated by the
desolation of the ranch, and the wide-open space gave her
almost a reverse sense of claustrophobia. There was so much
space she felt like a speck in the universe. After she’d brooded
for a few days, her natural curiosity and independence kicked
in, and in no time she was riding horses, shoveling manure,
and feeding chickens. She grew to love the outdoors, the
challenge of nature, and more importantly, she learned how to
be independent and confident and to rely on no one but herself.
She learned a sense of responsibility and respect for that which
was bigger than she was. The ranch was just what she needed
to tame the wild, rebellious teenager she was becoming. But
like everything else that had positively shaped her life, that
too was taken away when she was moved yet again to another
foster home.

Abusiness associate had spent a week at the Springdale and
recommended it as the perfect place to unwind and recharge.
It was just what Rachel needed to get her feet planted firmly
on the ground again. The Springdale catered to the gay and
lesbian community and had soon assumed its rightful place
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next to P-Town, the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, and
the Dinah Shore golf tournament as one of the must-go places
for lesbians, which was an added plus.

Rachel closed her eyes, and the face of an angry, yet
stunningly attractive woman sneaked into her mind. It was
the woman who had literally almost run her over not once,
but twice a few days ago. Shiviey, what an interesting name.
Shivley McCoy. Goose bumps rose on Rachel’s arms when
she remembered her reaction when Shivley jumped out of the
Jeep. After she’d gotten over the initial shock, she thought
Shivley was hot. When they met the second time on the
sidewalk outside the pet shop, her body had instantly reacted
to the smile that lit up Shivley’s face. Her breath caught when
she recognized desire flickering in the dark eyes staring back
at her. It had been far too long since a woman looked at her
like that, and she was grateful that her body had not forgotten
how to respond.

Two of the women sitting behind her on the plane laughed,
and Rachel opened her eyes, glancing at her watch. This time
when the women laughed it was the intimate laugh of women
in love. Rachel thought about Shivley and wondered for a
moment how something as simple as the touch of a complete
stranger’s hand could make her feel this way. No matter how
busy she was, she was always able to find a way to spend
some “quality” time with a beautiful woman, but her reaction
to Shivley had both confused and thrilled her. But it really
didn’t matter. She was here and Shivley was wherever butch
cowgirls went in this area.

It wasn’t long before the plane began descending. The
forest was so dense, in some places Rachel couldn’t see the
ground below. In others, green pasture speckled the ground as
if large stands of trees had been cut down for just that purpose.
The plane banked to the left and a bunkhouse came into view.
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That’s a bunkhouse? Even from this distance the house was
a sprawling masterpiece of wood and glass that surprisingly
didn’t look out of place on the pristine land. Horse pens,
trucks, and a tractor or two dotted the landscape surrounding
the house. A red Jeep was headed toward the landing strip,
a soft plume of dust following. Within minutes they landed
softly on a dirt runway and coasted to a stop not far from what
Rachel suspected was the barn.

®,
o

A shadow of the plane eerily crossed the field minutes
before landing, offering Shivley the opportunity to check her
reflection in the rearview mirror. She looked tired, the dark
circles under her eyes clear proof she had not slept well the
night before. She had tossed and turned, her subconscious
dedicated to dreams of the svelte woman she had run into
several days ago. Each dream was more vivid than the last,
giving her the opportunity to gaze into intense eyes and listen
to a soft, sexy voice. The plane pulled in, capturing Shivley’s
attention, and within minutes both engines had shut down and
Bart was at the bottom of the landing stairs. She stepped out of
the Jeep to greet her guests.

Shivley evaluated each guest when they arrived. She
looked for any natural athleticism, and whether their skin was
tanned, either from the sun or a tanning booth. The way they
came off the plane and down the steps was an indication of
whether they were generally tentative or aggressive in nature.
Even the condition of the clothes they were wearing indicated
their ability to withstand the rigors of working outside and
riding a horse all day. Stiff, dark blue jeans were the first
indication that they had been bought specifically for the week.
On the other hand, if faded, worn, and slightly tattered jeans
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could talk, they would say their owners wore them often and
kept them busy.

Shivley had carefully selected her stock to accommodate
the various skill levels of her guests. Several of her horses were
calm and could not be ruffled by anything their riders did. The
black gelding was so good that he knew what to do regardless
of what his inexperienced rider commanded. She had three or
four quarter horses that were for the more experienced riders.

The first woman off the plane was short and stocky, and
even from where Shivley stood she could see the large, tight
muscles of a bodybuilder. She walked down the steps with an
attitude that said she took the world by the balls and would
kick anyone’s ass who tried to stop her. Shivley filed that away
for future reference.

Next out the door was a tall brunette dressed in tight
designer jeans, high-heeled boots, and a leather jacket. She
looked totally out of place, and Shivley immediately decided
to give this fashion plate one of the tamest horses. Her
decision was the total opposite when the next two stepped out
of the plane. They could be sisters, she thought. They were
both tall and tan and literally bounced down the stairs. They
looked exactly alike except for the length of their blond hair.
Following them was a woman who could be no more than five
feet tall even in the boots she was wearing.

A casually dressed redhead was after that, and she was
holding hands with a woman at least six inches shorter than
she. They both stopped at the top of the stairs and took in
their surroundings like they were memorizing every detail
to recount to their friends at a party after they returned. A
woman wearing worn jeans and Dingo boots was crowding
the doorway behind them. Her hair was dark and full, and the
sleeves of her flannel shirt were rolled up to her elbows. The
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woman close on her heels was of average height and weight
and was wearing a baseball cap pulled low on her head.

Shivley was debating between two horses for the guest
at the bottom of stairs when the final woman stepped out. She
was of average height but carried herself as if she were much
larger. Her left hand tucked blond hair behind her ear while the
right hand secured a hat on her head. Shivley experienced a
sense of déja vu as she watched her descend the steps. The wide
brim of the hat hid her face until she reached the ground, and
when she lifted her head to view her surroundings, Shivley’s
breath caught in her throat. Rachel Stanton.
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CHAPTER Four

achel’s lungs filled with crisp, clean air as she

descended the seven steps from the comfort inside
the King Air. Trees were in every direction as far as she could
see. Tall, majestic living foliage that had survived everything
Mother Nature had thrown at it for decades. There was a hint
of pine in the air, along with the scent of horses and fresh
hay. It was a smell she remembered from her three years in
Montana.

Rachel took in her surroundings as she followed the trail
of her companions to where they were gathering near the door
leading into the barn. The yard and surrounding area were
neat and free of weeds and clutter. Directly in front of her
were several pens that she assumed were for horses or could
comfortably hold fifty head of cattle. The fence was standard
four board and showed no sign of disrepair and appeared to
have recently received a new coat of white paint. She was a
stickler for little details that indicated care and responsibility,
and the condition of the fence spoke of the ranch owner’s
commitment to keeping the property in top condition for
the guests. The stables were to her left, with a double set of
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swinging doors propped open to display stalls neatly lined up
on both sides. Several horses stretched their necks over their
stall doors, curious at the sounds of the new arrivals.

The crushed granite under her feet would keep boots
from bogging down in the mud or tracking it unnecessarily
into the house, which was more stunning from the ground
than from the air. Sturdy logs wrapped around its exterior,
each interlocked with its perpendicular mate at the corners. It
reminded Rachel of a set of Lincoln Logs she played with as
a child. Eight smooth beams rose from the ground, providing
support for the porch and roof. The stone fireplace shown in the
brochure faced east, towering over the shake roof that sported
three dormer windows. Large four-pane windows flanked a
carved front door that was massive yet welcoming. Several
rocking chairs waited expectantly on the front porch. A porch
swing hung from an end beam and swayed gently in the light
breeze.

Rachel walked across the yard. She wore boots and jeans,
but today she sported a green long-sleeve Henley shirt. The
hat that she’d so casually donned when she stepped out of the
plane was more the style worn by Harrison Ford in the Indiana
Jones movies than those worn by John Wayne. Rachel’s
confident steps faltered when familiar, hot eyes met hers. It
took a moment for her to realize that the image that had filled
her dreams the night before was standing twenty feet in front
of her. Her body signaled recognition of Shivley long before
her brain, and she somehow managed to put one foot in front
of the other. Does this mean what I think this means? Her pulse
throbbed between her legs at the thought of spending ten days
with Shivley McCoy. Rachel smiled as she slowly closed the
last few feet between them.

“We have to stop meeting like this,” she said, holding in
a grin. Shivley’s face was partially hidden by the brim of her
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cowboy hat, and Rachel hoped that she was just as glad to see
her.

“And why is that?” Shivley tipped her head, but not
enough for Rachel to see all of her face.

Rachel quirked an eyebrow at the question. Shivley still
hadn’t moved from her pose leaning casually against the Jeep
as if she didn’t have a care in the world. “People might talk.”

“And what would they say?”

“That we’re clearly attracted to each other and can’t bear
to be apart. Or maybe that we’re carrying on a torrid affair
and can’t keep our hands off each other.” Rachel hesitated
a moment before adding her final thought. “Or maybe they
would say that we just want to fuck each other senseless.” Her
last sentence finally made Shivley lift her head, fully exposing
her face. Rachel’s gaze made her feel like she had been pinned
against the nearest tree. She had seen that look many times
and was never disappointed afterward. She crossed her arms
across her chest and went for broke. “You pick.”

Shivley’s imagination drew a vivid picture of what people
might think if they came upon them in a quiet place. She
flushed and fought to control her breathing. It would not bode
well for Rachel to believe that something would come from
her suggestive words. She was a guest and it wasn’t going
to happen. However, the wordplay was fun, and Shivley had
not had fun with a woman in a long time. “You have a vivid
imagination.” Shivley caught the unmistakable flicker of
increased arousal in Rachel’s gaze. “I like all of them.” Shivley
winked and took several steps to her right to address the rest
of her guests.

“Good afternoon, ladies. I'm Shivley McCoy, owner of
the Springdale Ranch and your host for the next ten days.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

Our host? Rachel’s ardor soared instantly when she
realized that her chances of scoring with Shivley had
increased considerably. She wasn’t the hired help; she was
the boss, and the boss didn’t have to worry about losing her
job if she slept with one of the guests. The women around
her ceased their nervous chatter and gave Shivley their full
attention. Rachel watched as each woman introduced herself
and Shivley shook their hands. She caught snippets of
conversation and was only able to pick up the self-descriptors
of doctor, librarian, and mom from a few of her bunk mates.
She would learn much more about each woman in the coming
days, but the one she wanted to know much, much more about
was addressing her now.

“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Ms. Stanton. Welcome to
the Springdale. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay with us. If there’s
anything you need, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

Rachel politely took the hand offered to her. It was warm
and steady and her body reacted to the contact in the same
manner it had the first time they touched. “Thank you, Ms.
McCoy. I may take you up on that invitation.” Rachel held
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Shivley’s hand much longer than was necessary. She finally
released it when it was apparent that Shivley was growing
uncomfortable.

“Please call me Shivley.” She turned and addressed her
request to the group. “Let me introduce the rest of the staff and
then we’ll go inside and you can get settled.”

Rachel half listened to the introductions, her attention
on who was issuing them instead. She was anything but
inexperienced when it came to the art of seduction, and as she
watched the subtle movements of her host, she planned her
next move.

Introductions complete, the guests followed Shivley into
the house like ducklings in a neat little row. Shivley stopped
in the center of the largest room in the house. “I’ll give you a
quick lay of the land here in the house and then show each of
you to your room. We’ll take a tour of the grounds later this
afternoon.” She spread her arms proudly. “This is the great
room.” A smattering of laughter interrupted her. “Yeah, I know,
kind of self-explanatory, isn’t it?”

Rachel estimated that the room had to be at least fifty feet
on each side. The interior walls mirrored the outside, the deep
grain in the logs intensified by the rustic fixtures strategically
located around the expansive room. The furniture consisted of
two couches flanked by large recliners inviting their occupants
to nap. A large thick area rug filled the center of the room, and
lamps sat prominently atop large wooden end tables. Several
pillows were scattered around the floor, each more colorful
than the one next to it. A large stone fireplace dominated one
wall, and two wooden rockers faced the hearth like a bride and
groom standing in front of the altar. For such a large room it
had a cozy, comfortable feel to it.

Shivley completed the tour of the first floor and everyone
picked up their suitcases and headed up the polished stairs.
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Rachel watched with interest as two of the women could
barely get themselves and their luggage up the fifteen steps to
the second floor. She wondered what they were thinking when
they booked ten days at a working dude ranch when they were
so obviously out of shape. She bet herself a thousand dollars
that they wouldn’t be able to lift the weight of their bodies into
the saddle. The physical requirements of the ranch were such
that the unprepared would feel the effects long after they went
home. Rachel was grateful that she regularly worked out in
any gym she could find while on the road, and she maintained
a steady routine of running three miles at least five times a
week, rain or shine. Even with her level of exercise, she knew
she would be exhausted and sore, and she looked forward to
it.

The long hall held six bedrooms, each with its own private
bath. Rachel stood patiently while Shivley showed each guest
the nuances and features of her room. Finally it was her turn.
Shivley opened a door at the far end of the hall, motioning
her inside. She intentionally brushed against Shivley when
she crossed the threshold. She sensed more than felt Shivley
respond and hid a grin that threatened to spread across her
face. The future was looking brighter. She stopped a few steps
inside and looked around.

The room was warm and inviting, dominated by a four-
poster king-size bed covered with a patterned quilt of red and
brown with a dark green border. A tan throw was draped over
one end while six large pillows lay neatly arranged against the
headboard. A nightstand stood on each side and a cedar chest
snuggled against the footboard. A dresser with accompanying
mirror filled one wall, while the closet and the door to the
bathroom lined the other. The walls, painted light brown, were
decorated with several oil paintings of ranch life. Several throw
rugs would mute any noise coming from the room and keep
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warm feet off the cold wooden floor. Rachel was exhausted
and wanted to lose herself in the thick blankets. She dropped
her hat and duffel bag and turned to face her host.

Shivley watched Rachel’s reaction to heraccommodations.
She was impressed that she carried only one bag. Her other
guests had at least two, and some even had three. For some
reason, it mattered to Shivley that Rachel was comfortable
in her home, and she’d surprised herself earlier when she
mentally changed the room that she had originally assigned
to her. She refused to admit that it had anything to do with the
fact that her own room was right across the hall.

“I hope this meets with your approval?”

Rachel took a long, slow look at Shivley’s entire body. Her
eyes lingered over the important parts, and she could swear
she saw Shivley’s nipples harden in response. Suddenly she
was no longer tired but was filled with mischievous energy.
“Where is your room?”

If Shivley had any doubt of Rachel’s interest in her,
Rachel’s slow, seductive perusal of her body erased it. The
room was suddenly very small, and the sight of Rachel
standing next to the bed was unsettling. Shivley clenched her
jaw to maintain control over her mind because her body was
rapidly losing it. The only thing that saved her was that she
thought Rachel’s seduction was too practiced, too perfect to
be only for her. Shivley knew that a woman as beautiful as the
one looking at her with such undisguised desire rarely slept
alone.

Shivley finally answered. “Across the hall.”

Rachel’s pupils dilated and her chin lifted slightly
before she coolly smiled. “Then it definitely meets with my
approval.”

Rachel’s comment was not lost on Shivley, but she chose
to ignore it. She knew she needed to leave the room before
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she did something she might not be ready for, or worse yet,
something she was.

“Good.” Shivley slipped back into her professional mode.
“Come back down anytime. Dinner is at six.”
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CHAPTER S1X

hivley was in the kitchen helping Ann prepare dinner.

Ann was in charge of the house, and as a matter of
practice she and Shivley reviewed the preregistration cards
required from each guest, noting any food preferences,
allergies, or specific requests for accommodations. Shivley
described each woman, helping Ann put the right face to each
registered name.

“Okay,” Ann said. “So Sue and Cindy are best friends?
Jeez, they look so much alike they could be twins. And
Christina is the ballbuster?”

Shivley nodded, trying to maintain a neutral expression.

“The redhead and the soccer mom are Becky and Ellen.”
Ann glanced at Shivley for confirmation before continuing.
“Debra’s got dark hair and Dingo boots, and Jane always
wears that baseball cap.”

Again Shivley nodded.

“And finally,” Ann said, “we have the contradictions.
Joyce the Napoleonic power broker, and Jackie the feminist
who wears all designer clothes.”

Shivley couldn’t help but laugh at Ann’s conclusions, but
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she hesitated when she came to her description of the guest in
the room at the end of the hall.

“Shivley?” Ann asked when Shivley stopped cutting the
carrots in mid-slice.

The sound of her name brought her back to the present.
“Sorry. I finally figured out why Rachel Stanton is so familiar
to me.” Ever since Shivley had practically run over the poor
woman not once but twice, she had a nagging sense that they
had met somewhere before. She would have remembered a
woman as beautiful as Rachel, and finally the pieces fell into
place. Ann looked at her expectantly. “Her name. It’s her name
that was familiar. I knew she was going to be a guest here, and
I didn’t put the two together until now.”

“What in the world are you talking about?”

Shivley hadn’t shared with her housekeeper how she
and Rachel had met, and she quickly filled her in. She had
just finished her story when conversation in the great room
indicated that the women were making their way downstairs.
She handed Ann the knife and joined them.

Throughout the evening Shivley assumed the role of host,
bartender, and at times referee. The women were an interesting
combination, none of them shy about voicing their opinion on
everything from canasta to world hunger. They were all around
the same age, but that was where the similarities ended. Debra
was a pediatrician and her partner Jane a librarian. Christina
owned several Harley dealerships in Las Vegas and Texas.
Joyce was a financial adviser, and Sue and Cindy were best
friends teaching in the New York public school system. Jackie,
a professor of women’s studies at Smith College, dominated
the conversation, and Shivley worried that she and Jane would
come to blows over the apple pie. Thankfully Becky, who was
a therapist, and Ellen, a stay-at-home mom, had been together

44 .



HEARTLAND

for eighteen years and were able to defuse the situation before
anything other than passionate opinions were shared.

Shivley had trouble figuring out Rachel. She had seated
herself directly across from Shivley at the table and was now
draped across the high-backed chair next to her. Her foot
swung back and forth, reminding Shivley of a child sitting in
a grown-up chair. She had been the quietest one at the table
for the thirty minutes they had been relaxing in the great room
with their after-dinner drinks. Shivley’s curiosity won out over
her patience for someone to ask the question.

“Rachel, we’ve heard from all the other nine-to-fivers.
Now it’s your turn. What is it that you do?”” Shivley chuckled,
suspecting that Rachel didn’t have a nine-to-five job.

“A little of this and a little of that,” Rachel answered
evasively. She refrained from volunteering her chosen
profession because it always stirred things up, sometimes to
the point of confrontation. She usually said she worked for the
government, which more often than not garnered the desired
disinterest.

“What the hell does that mean?” Christina asked good-
naturedly.

“I know.” Ellen piped up. “You’re filthy rich, don’t need to
work, and jaunt around the world spending daddy’s money.”

Sue added to the guessing game. “No, you’re a spy for the
CIA and have come here to infiltrate a gang of wild horses.”
Everyone laughed, including Rachel and Shivley.

Rachel opened her mouth to give her typical response
when her eyes met Shivley’s. She was looking at her expecting
an honest answer, and Rachel didn’t want to disappoint her.
“I’'m a political strategist.” Shivley’s expression went from
polite interest to extreme interest and Rachel was glad she had
told the truth.
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“What exactly is a political strategist?” Debra asked,
refilling her wineglass.

It had been a long time since Rachel had to explain what
it was she did, and she thought for a moment. KISS — keep
it simple, stupid. “1 work with candidates to get reelected or
those first-timers who want to get elected.”

The simple answer did not satisfy Shivley’s curiosity. “In
what respect?”

The other women had dominated the conversation earlier,
so Rachel was surprised when Shivley spoke. It was obvious
that she had an inquisitive mind and wasn’t satisfied with her
benign answer. “I figure out what their constituents are looking
for and we develop a strategy to give it to them. We work on
what they need to say and how they need to say it in order to
get their vote.”

Jackie moved to the end of her chair and Shivley held her
breath.

“You’re a spin doctor?” Jackie’s question sounded
accusatory.

Rachel had been through this before. The fact was the
last few campaigns she’d worked on, that was what she had
become. In the course of a few short months she had gone
from strategizer and policy maker to spin doctor, rearranging
the facts to present a specific agenda or position for an
incumbent U.S. senator. She had been forced by the campaign
chairman to provide day-to-day tactical responses to claims
and accusations released by the challenger. She didn’t mind
until the exchanges became ugly and downright untruthful. It
had made her sick to her stomach to have her name associated
with such crap.

Rachel decided to inject some humor into the conversation.
“No, I leave that to the sleazy guys. I’'m more of a big-picture
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kind of girl.” Her comment was successful, as several of the
women nodded their understanding.

“I like the CIA story better,” said Jane dryly. Everyone in
the room roared with laughter.

Shivley looked around the room at the people she fondly
referred to as her “charges” and relaxed. It was always hit or
miss when total strangers came together for ten days; throw
in physical labor like they probably had never experienced
before, and the days got longer and tempers got shorter. As she
watched the women and spoke with each one, Shivley fine-
tuned her evaluation as they revealed more about themselves
and each other. She was surprised at how correctly she had
pegged each one. She would need to adjust the schedule
and work assignments before they began in earnest in the
morning.

The person who fascinated her the most was Rachel. Their
first meeting on the road gave her the impression that Rachel
was not a city girl, and that was verified when Rachel stepped
off the plane in her boots, jeans, and fedora. Shivley watched
her move with grace that she expected but with an underlying
strength that surprised her. Now she had learned that Rachel
was an accomplished professional, hobnobbed with politicos,
and was a serious power broker. She was a chameleon, which
only added to her mystique.

A creature of habit or an occupational hazard, she wasn’t
certain which, Rachel spent the evening carefully observing
the interplay between the women. They displayed the typical
lesbian mannerisms, used the typical euphemisms, and
spouted the typical political viewpoints. Ellen and Becky were
obviously very much in love, were constantly aware of each
other, and touched each other with light brushes of their hands.
Honest love was not something Rachel had ever seen much of,
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especially recently. Political wives and the occasional husband
were the norm, each wanting their own slice of power, however
they got it. The close relationship between Sue and Cindy was
obvious, and to her they sounded more like an old married
couple than Ellen and Becky.

Because of her nomadic childhood, Rachel didn’t make
friends easily. She had lived in eight different foster homes
by the time she was eleven and had attended seven different
schools, three in one year alone. She lost count of the foster
sisters and brothers she had during the thirteen years she was
the property of the state of Montana. She didn’t allow herself
to get too close to anyone, anticipating she would soon move
to another home and have to try again to fit in. Looking around,
Rachel sensed that once again she was the odd girl out. All
that aside, Rachel realized that so far she genuinely liked each
woman. Well, almost all of them.

Rachel watched Christina cozy up to Shivley. Having
made all the moves herself, she knew Christina was on the
prowl and had set her sights on their handsome host. Shivley,
however, wasn’t giving any indication she was aware of
the attack. On the contrary, she spread her attention equally
between her guests, ensuring each woman was included in the
conversation. Christina was sitting closer to Shivley than was
necessary on the big couch and used every opportunity to touch
Shivley’s arm or leg in the course of conversation. Rachel was
surprisingly relieved that Shivley had not acknowledged the
gestures and surmised that Christina was probably getting
frustrated.

But Shivley had noticed and with practiced ease didn’t let
on. She was not interested in Christina and had to walk a fine
line between letting her know and not pissing her off. She was,
after all, a paying customer; a young and beautiful one, but a
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customer nonetheless who could choose to refer other women
to the Springdale or just as easily badmouth it to everyone she
knew.

Several times Shivley caught Rachel piercing Christina
with a look that could probably bring a grown man to his
knees. Rachel never made eye contact with Christina, and
Shivley wasn’t sure what Christina would do if she did. She’d
probably slide her hand farther up my leg and lean into me
some more. Not that Shivley would mind a hand on her leg and
a pair of soft breasts pressed against her, but not Christina’s.
Rachel’s reaction was almost comical until Shivley realized
that it felt good to have someone angry about the attentions
of another woman.

Rachel was angry more with herself than with what
Christina was currently doing to their charming host. When
Christina started to make her move, Rachel felt something
other than the usual challenge to see who could score first.
It was a slow burn deep in her gut that had worked its way
to the back of her throat, and there it sat. She fought the urge
to wring Christina’s neck if her hand wandered any farther
north on Shivley’s leg. She was a smart girl and knew that
jealousy was “stuck in her craw,” as one of her foster parents
used to say. Why else would she be bothered so much that
someone else had her hands on the woman she wanted? The
next question that crossed her mind was what was she going
to do about it? It would be a long ten days if she got this hung
up on Christina’s attraction to Shivley.

Several women yawned, and Shivley suggested that they
all turn in. She briefly explained the schedule for the next few
days, and tomorrow would come sooner for some than others.
The two couples rose first and bade the others good night,
with everyone except Rachel and Christina following closely
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behind. The sound of solid doors closing above echoed in the
now quiet room. Neither Rachel nor Christina had moved, and
after a few minutes Shivley stood, and before she left the room,
she encouraged her remaining two guests to do the same.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Six o’clock couldn’t come fast enough for Shivley,
so she decided to rush it and get up even though it
was only a little after five. She had not slept much, images
of Christina, Rachel, and Dale swimming around in the
dreams in her head. She was making love to Dale, like she
had hundreds of times before, when the faces of the other
two women superimposed themselves over Dale’s face. The
images disturbed her when she realized that she had continued
to make love to the body regardless of whose face was under
her. Before Dale had become ill, their sex life had dwindled
from passionate to perfunctory. They were to the point that one
of them would simply ask if the other wanted to make love and
would not be disappointed if the answer was no. Even before
Dale died, Shivley could not remember the last time they made
love, and now, four years later, only had a vague sense of what
it was like. Several times during the night she’d woken up, and
when she finally fell back asleep, the dream began again like a
movie rewound in her head.

It had been several months since Shivley had dreamed
of her partner. After Dale’s death Shivley would see her face
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every time she closed her eyes. She didn’t sleep for days,
and when she collapsed in exhaustion she was tormented,
reliving the final days of Dale’s life. She prayed every day for
strength and every night for peace. Eventually God answered
her prayers and she stopped dreaming of Dale. In fact, she
stopped dreaming altogether and even went so far as to no
longer be able to recall Dale’s face or her laugh or the smell
of her skin. At times she couldn’t remember what she looked
like without looking at her picture. She endured the stages of
grief and eventually resumed her normal sleep patterns. Dale
popped into her dreams every now and then, leaving her with
a vague sense of guilt that she attributed to not doing more for
Dale in her last days. Shaking off the image of a three-headed
lover, Shivley showered, dressed, and quietly walked down
the long hall to the stairs.

After breakfast Shivley led the women to the barn, where
she introduced each one to the horse she had selected for her.
She discussed the peculiarities of each of their mounts and
even went so far as to tell a funny story about each one as
well. Rachel was the last to receive her horse assignment, a
buckskin, the kind ridden by Ben Cartwright. The horse was
aptly named Bonanza.

Rachel took the reins from Shivley and almost vaulted
into the saddle. She had spent hundreds of hours on the back of
a horse. She thrived in the outdoors with the responsibility of
caring for a horse. She had even begun to enjoy living with the
Stewart family until they too were jerked out from under her
and she was sent to live elsewhere. Those three years had been
one of the rare times she was happy during her childhood.

Shivley watched Rachel’s expression go from joy to
sorrow before a mask of near indifference appeared under the
brim of her brown hat. She wondered what her story was. The
way Rachel mounted the horse told Shivley that it was not
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her first, second, or even tenth time in the saddle. Rachel had
experience and lots of it, and Shivley was very curious where
it came from. She made a mental note to find out.

The women spent the morning getting the feel of their
horses before starting work with them the following day.
Shivley kept a close eye on each rider, offering helpful tips
for the mildly experienced and encouragement for the novices.
She was impressed with Rachel’s handling of her buckskin
and the assistance she provided to the less experienced riders.
She sat tall in the saddle, never once slouching like the others,
and rode the stirrups like a pro. Experience had taught Shivley
that the other women would be stiff and sore that evening, but
she doubted that Rachel would feel much of anything.

Rachel could not remember the last time she felt this
exhilarated. It was good to be back in the saddle even if it was
a poignant reunion,; it felt like it was where she belonged. After
only a few minutes, the well-trained buckskin was responding
to her commands with only the slightest touch of her leg or
movement of the reins. The brawny animal beneath her didn’t
frighten her. She felt in control of her life for the first time in
a long time.

Shivley had surprisingly left her alone. Rachel had
checked the box on the registration form that signified her
level of horsemanship as “some,” and she had expected her
host to spend time with her, if not out of politeness then out of
legal necessity. She was a little pissed at first when she hadn’t,
but her anger was quickly forgotten and she maneuvered the
strong gelding smoothly around the corral. The wind in her
face and the warm sun on her back lulled her into a sense of
peacefulness that had eluded her for years. She did not hear
Shivley approach her from behind.

“You’ve obviously spent some time on the back of a horse.
You’re very good.”
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Rachel smiled and glanced to her right. “Thanks. It’s been
a long time, but I guess it’s just like riding a bike, it comes
back to you after a while.” She reached down and patted the
horse on the neck. “He’s a beauty.”

Shivley kept one eye on Rachel and the other on the
riders in the corral. “He is a good boy. I got him when he was
about four. At least that’s as best as the vet could tell. I found
him starving in an abandoned corral, and after the necessary
legalities of trying to find his owner, some rehabilitation, and a
lot of love, he’s been here ever since.” Shivley looked lovingly
at the healthy horse, remembering how he looked when she
first saw him. “I must admit, I didn’t look very hard to find
his owner, and the sherift’s office wasn’t interested in sending
him back even if we did.”

“He’s marvelous. How could anybody be so cruel to
something so beautiful?”

“Unfortunately, it happens all the time. Horses, dogs,
kids. Some people are just pure assholes.” The expression that
flashed across Rachel’s face told Shivley she had stepped into
something, but she didn’t know what. One moment Rachel was
glowing and the next she was slumped in the saddle looking
defeated. Shivley didn’t know what she’d said and certainly
didn’t know what to say to make it go away.

Rachel loosened the grip on her jaws and took a deep,
calming breath. Shivley had meant no harm in her comment
and had no idea of her background, and Rachel knew she
had to stop reacting this way. Someday. That was what her
shrink had been telling her for months. “Yeah,” Rachel replied
noncommittally and rode Bonanza to the other side of the
coral.

The lunch bell rang, and the women dismounted among
moans of pain and talk of never being able to sit again. The
Springdale had a large Jacuzzi on the back patio, and it would
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definitely be full tonight. The women hobbled inside and
staggered into the kitchen to eat. All except Rachel. Shivley
noticed that she was the last to dismount and spent a few
moments gently talking to her horse in low, hushed tones,
stroking his neck with affection. Shivley wondered what might
be in Rachel’s history that was eased by the love of a horse.
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CHAPTER EI1GHT

Later that afternoon, half of the women were back on
their horses with Shivley in the lead, Lucy trotting
not far ahead. Debra and Jane paired up behind Shivley, then
Christina and Sue, with Rachel bringing up the rear. They
covered mile after mile of flat timberland touring the ranch,
and Shivley was impressed with their stamina. They stopped
beside a small creek running swiftly from runoff melting
high in the mountains above. Leather creaked as the women
dismounted and led their horses to drink. At Shivley’s request,
each woman had packed a canteen before they left the corral
and they drank their fill while their horses grazed along the
bank of the stream.

“It’s beautiful out here.”

Shivley was double-checking her stirrup and didn’t hear
Christina approach. She finished tightening the buckle before
she replied. “I’'m glad you think so. You should see it in the
winter right after a snowfall.”

“Is that an invitation?”

Christina stepped closer and Shivley immediately regretted
her words. How could she have forgotten how Christina had
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made her interest known the night before? “I’m sorry, the ranch
isn’t open for guests during the winter. Nothing really much to
do but feed the horses and sit around and watch the fire.”

“I bet I could think of lots of things to do, including some
in front of the fire.”

Jesus, this girl is persistent. Too bad I’'m not interested.
“I’m sure you could, Christina, but the ranch is still closed.”
Shivley was polite in her refusal of Christina’s advances, but
if she didn’t get the hint pretty soon Shivley would have to tell
her point-blank, and that was something she really didn’t want
to have to do. She glanced at her watch as a means of escape.
“Better get ready. It’s time to head back.”

Shivley walked her horse back to where the women were
resting. She looked at Rachel and immediately thought, Now
that’s someone that I could spend the winter in front of the
fire with. It was apparent that Rachel had been watching her
exchange with Christina, and Shivley thought she caught a hint
of jealousy in her eyes but didn’t know Rachel well enough to
be certain. She maintained eye contact and asked, “Everything
okay?”

“Fine by me. How about with you?” Rachel noticed that
Shivley picked up on the inflection in her voice that was meant
to tell Shivley she knew what was up with her and Christina.
Anger had bubbled its way to the surface when she watched
Christina approach Shivley like a tiger stalking her prey.
Rachel was too far away to hear what they’d said, but Shivley
appeared to be aware she was the quarry. Rachel didn’t like
it.

“Fine by me as well. Having a good time so far?” Shivley
answered, sidestepping the entire issue.

Shaking her head in understanding, Rachel replied, “Yes,
[ am. It’s beautiful out here.”

“I’m glad you like it. You should see it in the winter right
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after a snowfall.” So far their conversation mirrored the one
Shivley had escaped from with Christina. She knew Rachel
was attracted to her, and she waited to see if Rachel would
come back with some sort of pick-up line.

Rachel took the high road. “I imagine it’s breathtaking.
I’1l bet it’s so quiet you could hear a pin drop.”

Shivley detected a longing in Rachel’s voice that she
had not heard in the short time she had been on the ranch.
She glanced at Rachel and noticed that she was looking at the
stand of pines as if she could see the snowy image in her mind.
Rachel was not simply being polite or humoring her like Dale
had. She gave every indication that she would love it here.
Shivley felt a stirring to share it with her.

“Everywhere you look, everything is covered in snow.
It’s like an Ansel Adams photograph. When the wind blows, it
pushes the snow into drifts, and it’s so soft you can take a step
and end up in snow up to your waist. You fill your lungs with
air so crisp and clear you think it’s the first day God made the
earth.” Shivley gazed over her land in awe that it was actually
hers and she had the opportunity to love it each and every
day. She hadn’t realized it until she had spent some time on
the ranch, but life had been passing her by every day. She was
going through the motions of living, including her relationship
with Dale, and like most people, she didn’t even know it. She
had vowed that she would never find herself in that position
again.

Rachel watched Shivley’s face transform as she talked
about the land and the sky. It had been a long time since she
had seen anyone so honestly enthralled with anything having
to do with nature. The tingling of what she could only describe
as renewal filled her chest, and she closed her eyes and took
several deep, cleansing breaths. The pure air seeped into
Rachel’s bloodstream, making her light-headed. She spent
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most of her time on the campaign trail in big cities, and this was
more oxygen than she had been used to breathing in years.

Rachel had never felt for any place what she felt now after
only a day on the ranch. Most of the families she lived with
were decent people, but she never felt as if she belonged. More
times than she could count, she had to defend herself from the
unwanted attention of the teenage boys and occasional father
in the houses where she was placed. School was never a haven
to escape her home life, the kids often ridiculing her as soon
as they found out she had no family. She had learned to have
eyes in the back of her head and sleep with one eye open.
When other children were safe in the arms of their parents
and loved unconditionally, Rachel was shuffled from house
to house. When other children brought in baby pictures for
a school project, Rachel had none. Rachel never went to a
mother-daughter tea or danced on top of her father’s shoes
at the father-daughter dance. She had never been invited to a
slumber party or the prom. She was forty-three years old and
had not shed a tear since she was six.

As a result, Rachel had matured into what she thought
was an extremely self-reliant woman. She was proud of the
fact that she was financially independent and didn’t need to be
a part of a group like other women she knew. She didn’t have a
best friend, but a series of casual acquaintances she could call
at a moment’s notice and go to dinner or a movie if she felt like
it, which she rarely did. After spending days and nights with
politicians and their handlers, Rachel preferred to be alone
when she came home, or so she told herself. She seldom felt
any personal connection with anything, any place, or anyone.

But being here on the ranch was very different. Rachel felt
a gaping hole in her chest that she didn’t know existed until she
arrived. It wasn’t just the luxuries in her apartment, the leather
seats in her BMW, or her BlackBerry that were missing. What
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was missing was everything. Everything that made life worth
getting up for every day. Everything that happened that made
her imprint on the world something significant; that what she
left behind mattered, really mattered. All of the little things
that made life complete. And that something was someone to
share it with. The realization was profound. She reached out
and grabbed a low-hanging branch on a nearby tree to steady
herself.

“Are you okay, Rachel?” Shivley asked, noticing Rachel
sway into the tree beside her.

Rachel lifted her head, suddenly very tired. She looked out
over the clear meadow. “Right now, at this very moment, I’'m
seeing things that I’ve never seen before.” Her voice shook.

The shift in Rachel’s voice told Shivley that she was
talking about something more than the view in front of her.
Many guests to the Springdale came to get away or clear their
head and often left rejuvenated or with a totally different
perspective. She wondered which it was for Rachel. “I hope
you like what you see.”

Shivley’s voice was soft, and Rachel turned her head and
met warm eyes looking at her. Shivley held her gaze and Rachel
could swear they were communicating on a totally different
level. Shivley was offering her space to find whatever it was
she needed, no questions asked. Very few people in Rachel’s
life had given her anything without wanting something in
return. Yes, Rachel was expected to pull her weight on the
ranch, but this was different, very different. Rachel wanted to
work, wanted to give. It suddenly felt as if she needed to make
a payment on her soul or she would dry up and blow away. But
most importantly, she wanted to do it here, at the Springdale
Ranch.

Shivley watched the myriad of emotions sweep across
Rachel’s face. One moment she was subtle and coy, the next
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slightly jealous, then sad, lonely, fierce, proud, and finally
confused. Shivley had never seen anything as beautiful and
frightening at the same time. Rachel was scared, she was running
from something, or maybe she was running fo something.
Either way, a sense of protectiveness overwhelmed Shivley to
the point that she wanted to wrap her arms around Rachel and
cocoon her from whatever demons she was facing.

®,
o

Dinner was a festive affair. The women were excited about
their first days on the ranch and talked over each other telling
stories, some already exaggerated into tall tales. Ann kept the
food coming and their wineglasses filled, and it was after nine
when the last dish was empty.

“Didn’t I see a Jacuzzi out back?” Debra asked
hopefully.

Shivley had wondered who would ask first. The pulsing
jets were often the favorite form of relaxation after a day in
the saddle or a prelude to a romantic night under the covers.
“Yes, there is. It’s heated and ready to go. It’s big enough for
six cozy or eight intimately.” Shivley finished the sentence
looking directly at Rachel. “Suits are optional.” Several pairs
of eyes widened in surprise and several lit up with interest.
Rachel’s expression was the latter.

Ellen practically jumped from her chair. “I’m in. My ass
is killing me. Come on, hon.”

“Oh God, yes. I spend way too much time in the therapist
chair.” Becky obediently followed her partner up the stairs.

The table quickly cleared and the women practically fell
over each other in their rush to get into the water. Rachel,
however, remained in her seat. “Not interested?” Shivley
asked.

¢ 62 e



HEARTLAND

“Waiting for the rush to clear.” Actually, Rachel wasn’t
much for intimate group gatherings, and sitting in scalding
water with seven strangers was definitely not her idea of a
good time.

“It might be a while.” Shivley sipped the remaining wine
in her glass.

“I can wait.”

Shivley’s heart skipped a beat. There was more than one
meaning in Rachel’s declaration. Was she waiting for Christina
to lose interest, or was she talking about the Jacuzzi? Shivley
suspected it was the former. Rachel continued to intrigue her.

“Would you like to sit in the living room?”

“Only if you’ll be joining me.” Rachel’s reply was
straightforward and lacked any pretense of anything other than
what it was, an invitation for Shivley to spend time with her.

Shivley wanted nothing more than to continue their
conversation. However, she did not want to overstep her
bounds. Her guests came to the ranch for a variety of reasons
and they typically did not include sitting around and visiting
with their host. “Are you sure you don’t want to be alone?”

“If I wanted to be alone, I wouldn’t have asked if you’d
join me.”

Shivley was appropriately chastised. “I guess you’re
right. Shall we?” She stood and picked up her wineglass all
in one motion. Following Rachel into the other room, Shivley
couldn’t help but notice the way she filled out her jeans. It was
the same admiration she had the first time she saw this view
only a few short days ago. Was it just a few days? It seemed
like she had known Rachel forever.

Shivley waited until Rachel sat in the rocker beside the
fireplace before sitting across from her. It was her way of
keeping a safe distance between them, and from the smile on
Rachel’s face, she knew it, too. Lucy settled at her feet.
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Neither woman spoke for several minutes. The revelation
Rachel had earlier in the day and the feelings that accompanied
it were threatening to knock down her carefully constructed
emotional wall at any moment. She’d won the battle this time,
knowing that the next time she might not be so lucky. She fell
into the normal light banter she had perfected to get through
every day.

“So, why a dude ranch?”

Shivley was lost in her own thoughts as she looked at
Rachel sitting across from her. The reflection of the flames
from the fireplace cast a warm glow on Rachel’s face. Her
skin was smooth and flawless, and Shivley imagined Rachel’s
head in her lap as she stroked her soft cheeks. She couldn’t
remember the last time she and Dale talked before she fell
ill. Yes, they spent almost every evening together, usually in
the same room, but they rarely talked. They said words, had
conversations, but they hadn’t really falked in a long time.
They were comfortable with each other. After four years they
knew practically everything about each other, and there was
very little excitement in their lives. They were comfortable
with their life and their routine and had taken it for granted
that it would last forever.

Rachel waited for Shivley to answer her question. It was
obvious by the emotions playing out on her face that she was
thinking about something that gave her pleasure and pain.
Oddly, Rachel wanted to kiss it away. She was astute enough
to know that no matter how much she wanted to kiss her, this
was not the time. “Shivley?”

Shivley shook the unpleasant image from her mind. The
pain that accompanied any memory of Dale was a remnant
of the debilitating, chest-crushing pain she’d experienced the
first few months after her death. In place now was a mild stab
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over what should have been. She put on her best hostess face.
“I’m sorry. What did you ask?”

“The ranch. How did you get into dude ranching?”

Shivley sipped her wine and sighed, grateful that Rachel
pursued her original question and not one more personal. “I’ve
always been a cowgirl at heart, and the opportunity presented
itself and I jumped at it.” Shivley knew her practiced answer
was weak, but it usually satisfied the other curious guests. Not
Rachel.

“How long ago was that?” Rachel asked, crossing her
legs.

“About four years ago. In some respects I wish I’d been
doing this my entire life.” Shivley cringed when she realized
that even with that one little comment, she had said too much.
It didn’t take long to confirm her misgiving. Rachel was a pro
at recognizing evasion and probed gently.

“And why is that?”

“Lots of reasons, I suppose.” Shivley scanned the room
she had painstakingly decorated. “I enjoy the outdoors, and the
challenge of doing physical things every day makes me feel
good. There’s always something that needs fixing or painting
or feeding, and I like that, being busy. I suppose it might sound
kind of corny, but between the fresh air and hard work there’s
a sense of peace here. I can’t imagine being anywhere other
than here.” When Shivley emerged from the pain of losing
Dale, she realized that her last statement was true.

Rachel was envious of the conviction behind Shivley’s
words. She was no longer excited about going to work every
day, and at times she actually hated it. She was looking for
something but didn’t know what that something was. She
hoped that when it did reveal itself, she would recognize it.

“What did you do before this?” Her calm rocking disguised
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her excitement to be able to sit and talk with Shivley with no
one around to interrupt.

“I was a CPA.”

Rachel sputtered on her wine and barely succeeded in
keeping it from spewing out her nose. “A CPA? With blue
business suits, pantyhose, and a pocket protector?”

Shivley laughed at the apt description of some of her
colleagues. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I never had a
pocket protector.”

“Maybe, but I’ll bet your legs were stunning.” Rachel
looked up and down Shivley’s jeans-clad legs as if to make a
point.

Shivley’s breath quickened and her legs burned where
Rachel’s gaze traveled. She fought to uncross her limbs and
remained still. “I was more prone to pants. Pantyhose make
me nuts. I hate them.” Shivley intended to sound humorous
but was too mesmerized by Rachel’s obvious appraisal of the
rest of her body to succeed.

“Too bad. I’ll bet you were drop-dead gorgeous.”

“Yeah, well, that was another life. I much prefer jeans and
boots.” The crackling of the fire matched the flames jumping
in Rachel’s eyes.

“You’re still drop-dead gorgeous even in jeans and boots.”
And what would you look like in nothing at all?

“Rachel, I wasn’t fishing for a compliment.” Shivley
suddenly wondered how the conversation turned from
inquisitive to provocative.

“I didn’t think you were.”

Shivley didn’t know whether to continue the light teasing
or shut it down entirely. Rachel was entertaining to be around,
intelligent, with a quick wit. She was also very good at flirting,
and Shivley had fallen under her spell. Rachel continued to
look at her as if she were edible, and Shivley had to deliberately
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refrain from squirming in her chair. The more Rachel looked at
her, the more aroused she became to the point that she thought
she might embarrass herself if she weren’t careful. She had to
get out of this situation, and she needed to do it quickly.

“I appreciate that,” Shivley replied, rising from her chair
to make her escape. “I’ve got to check on a few things before
I call it a night. You might want to turn in as well. Tomorrow’s
another busy day.” Rachel didn’t reply right away but
continued looking at her as if she could see right through her
weak excuse. Shivley was growing uncomfortable with the
awkward silence. Finally, Rachel stood as well.

“You’re the boss.” Rachel finished her drink in one
swallow. She slid by Shivley, but not before she said, “And I
always do what the boss tells me to.”
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CHAPTER NINE

hivley finished her nightly check of the horses and

settled into a chair on the front porch, a cup of warm
cider in her hands. The night was cool, a soft breeze lowering
the temperature another few degrees. This was Shivley’s
favorite time of day; her guests had fallen into bed exhausted
and the house was quiet. She used this time for reflection. Did
she accomplish what she set out to do? Did she do what she
wanted to do? Did she live life to the fullest today? Shivley
leaned back in her chair, her legs stretching out in front of her,
her boots propped on a weather-beaten wooden table. Crickets
chirped their own form of communication in the darkness, and
the livestock were settling down for the night.

Shivley sipped her drink. The first couple of years she
would sit on the porch in this exact spot imagining Dale sitting
beside her. They would talk about their hopes and dreams for
the ranch and their life together. After a while Shivley finally
recognized that it was just a dream and Dale would have never
been sitting beside her even if they had made the move and
bought the property. Actually, it never would have happened
in the first place if she had not died.
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Shivley was happy here, happier than she ever thought
she could be. It took Dale’s death to put her in a place where
she could spend the rest of her life. Guilt overwhelmed her
whenever she thought about it, so she avoided thinking about
it.

“May I join you?”

Rachel stepped out onto the porch, pulling Shivley back
to the present. “Of course.” She sat up, her feet dropping to the
porch deck.

Rachel slid a chair closer to Shivley and sat down. She
had been watching Shivley for several minutes, debating with
herself whether she should interrupt her private time. Shivley
looked like she belonged right where she was. Rachel thought
that the image in front of her could have been on a postcard or
in an episode of Bonanza. She didn’t want to intrude but had
an overwhelming urge to be sitting beside Shivley.

“I thought you turned in?” Shivley glanced at Rachel
when she sat down beside her. She usually didn’t venture out
onto the porch to unwind until her guests had gone to bed.
Rachel’s interruption was a pleasant surprise.

“Changed my mind,” Rachel replied, annoyed that she
had given in to the urge to spend more time with Shivley. She
had been fighting the need to be with Shivley, to learn more
about her ever since they first met on the dirt road. Rachel
was not used to this amount of curiosity about another woman.
Typically she was interested in them, yes, but generally not
more than superficially and certainly not in knowing what
made them tick.

“Too quiet?”

“Too excited.”

Shivley laughed. “Yeah, that happens. The first night is
always full of anticipation, then every other night is sheer
exhaustion.”

e 70



HEARTLAND

Shivley’s laugh flowed through Rachel’s veins. “No
doubt.”

The silence was comfortable. Shivley felt no need to
fill the space with chatter to make her guest feel at ease. She
glanced over at Rachel, her face lit by the full moon. She looked
content. Other guests were nervous, anxious, or outright bored.
Rachel appeared to be none of those. The silence stretched on
and Shivley thought Rachel had fallen asleep until she spoke
quietly.

“I envy you.”

“This is pretty damn good, isn’t it?”” Shivley knew what
Rachel was referring to without her needing to spell it out. The
outdoors, a ranch, animals, nature, cloudless blue sky with
stars so bright you almost had to cover your eyes.

“Is it everything it appears to be?”” Rachel knew life was
usually anything but.

“For the most part.”

“I’11 bet the downside is worth it, though.”

“You mean the blisters, calluses, sore back, mud, rain,
dirt, and blood? Then, yes. It is definitely worth it.” Shivley
meant every word. Her job now was by far the hardest, most
mind-numbing, physically challenging job she had ever had.
And she loved every minute of it. She would not trade it for
anything in the world. “If you promise not to tell anyone, I’1l
share a secret with you.”

Rachel’s interest piqued. “Cross my heart.” She mimicked
her words with the action.

Shivley looked around, checking to make certain no one
else was within hearing range. She took a deep, steadying
breath. “When I break a nail, it almost brings me to my
knees.”

Rachel frowned, confused for amoment, then she laughed.
She was joined by Shivley and they both were laughing so
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hard, tears trickled out of their eyes. Rachel was finally able
to take a breath.

“My God, you were so serious I thought you were going
to tell me a group of ranch gremlins came in every night and
did all the real work.”

Shivley was still struggling with her own breathing, not
entirely caused by the humor they were sharing. Watching
Rachel laugh without a care in the world was what really almost
brought her to her knees. After what seemed like forever, she
pulled it together. “How could you think such a thing?” she
replied in mock disgust. She paused. “They only come twice
a week.” She was rewarded again with the sound of Rachel’s
laugh carrying into the night.
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CHAPTER TEN

hivley frowned as her foot hit the last step on the stairs.

The light in the kitchen was on, and as she glanced at
her watch she saw it was too early for Ann to be preparing
breakfast. The thick carpet muffled her boots as she walked
across the expansive living room. Not certain what she would
find, she peeked around the corner.

Rachel was fast asleep with her head on the table, Lucy
curled up at her feet. Shivley scooted her inquisitive pooch
away from the sleeping form and out the back door. That task
accomplished, she was unsure if she should wake Rachel or let
her sleep. She was lying in an awkward position, and Shivley
was afraid she would wake with a neck so stiff she wouldn’t
be able to move.

While she contemplated what she should do, she took
the opportunity to silently observe her. Blond hair had fallen
across most of Rachel’s face, and Shivley was tempted to
brush it away but stopped herself before she moved. Muscles
that she hadn’t noticed before were prominently displayed in
arms that were crossed, providing Rachel’s head with some
cushion against the hard pine of the table. The portion of her
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face that Shivley could see was pasted in a frown as if she were
scowling at the world. Rachel’s feet were bare, and Shivley
smiled at the toenails, polished bright red, peeking out from
under the frayed hems of her jeans.

Even in sleep Rachel was beautiful, and warmth seeped
into Shivley’s bones. It had been so long since she’d felt warm
inside because of a woman. But here she was in the presence of
a beautiful, desirable woman who wanted her, and she felt like
shit. It was one thing to flirt but another thing altogether to do
something about it. She enjoyed the verbal sparring with the
women who came to her ranch, knowing it was harmless and
that she would never act on it. Until Rachel Stanton stopped
her car in the middle of the goddamn road.

She must have made a noise because Rachel’s eyelids
fluttered open. “I’m sorry. Did I wake you? I was trying to be
quiet. Actually, I was trying to decide if I should wake you or
let you sleep.” Shivley knew she was babbling.

Rachel sat up slowly, stretching her neck as she rose from
the table. “Ouch. I just laid my head down for a minute, an
hour ago,” she said, looking at the clock hanging above the
toaster. She rubbed her neck. “I’'m getting too old for this.”
She had tossed and turned most of the night thinking about
her host and had finally given up trying to sleep and come
downstairs.

She had wandered through each room touching a
knickknack here and there, learning more about Shivley. The
rooms were not professionally decorated but bore the hand-
picked tastes of their decorator, from basic, functional items
to classic pieces of western memorabilia. The home of one
of Rachel’s clients had been featured in Architectural Digest,
and when she saw it in person it felt cold and impersonal, a
museum where nothing was touched, sat in, or walked on. Her
client had three young children and there was no evidence of
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their existence anytime she was at their home. Missing were
the finger paintings cluttering the refrigerator door, the clay
mug made in third-grade art class, the stray sock lying curled
up in the corner. Everything had a place, nothing was out of
place, and sadly, Rachel realized her apartment was just like it:
a showpiece. Definitely not a home.

Shivley’s home, on the other hand, was warm and inviting,
and felt lived in. An eclectic array of wooden carvings filled
the second shelf of the bookcase, each one bearing the initials
“SMC” on the bottom. The impression Rachel had so far of
Shivley was that she had none of the pompous pretense of
most of the people she knew. They didn’t even try to hide it,
whereas Shively was everything she appeared to be.

Shivley crossed the kitchen, stood behind Rachel, and
began massaging the tight muscles in her neck. “You should
go back to bed. It’s still an hour until we need to get up and
get started.”

“If I do, then you’ll have to stop what you’re doing and I
don’t want you to. It feels wonderful.”

Shivley stopped and quickly lifted her hands from the
warm neck. Oh my God, what am I doing? She was shocked
that she had so casually started rubbing Rachel’s neck, as
if she’d done it every night for years. She was even more
appalled that she had laid her hands on a guest so intimately,
something she would never dream of doing. Other than basic
first aid and hugs from friends and family, Shivley had not
touched a woman since Dale died. She missed the softness of
a woman’s skin, the way her fingers glided over tight muscles
and the curves of hips, the underside of breasts heavy with
desire, filling her palm.

The gentle sound of her name floating from Rachel’s
lips was almost enough to push Shivley over the edge. Her
hands were trembling, and if it weren’t for the counter she was
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leaning against, her whole body would have been shaking as
well. Rachel’s skin was so warm and soft she fought the urge
to caress it for the rest of her life. The images in her bizarre
dreams instantly came back to her, but the only face she saw
this time was Rachel’s.

“Shivley?” Rachel said, her voice heavy with concern.
“Shivley, what is it? Are you okay? Did I do something
wrong?” She rattled off the questions, hardly giving Shivley a
chance to answer any of them.

“I’m fine. Really,” Shivley added, noting the expression of
disbelief on Rachel’s face. She wasn’t fine, and Rachel standing
so close to her was not helping her regain her equilibrium
in the slightest. “I’m the one that should be apologizing to
you. I never should have done that.” Even to her own ears the
apology sounded weak.

“Done what?”

Shivley wanted to step away. No, she needed to get away
from Rachel, but the pounding of her heart and the throbbing
in her crotch was intercepting the command between her brain
and her legs. “Rub your neck. I never should have done that.”

“Why?” Rachel sat back in her chair and folded her arms
across her chest.

“Because you’re a guest.”

“So?”

“So? So, you’re my guest and I shouldn’t be touching you
like that.”

“Why not?”” Rachel slowly stood. “What if I wanted you
to?” She stepped closer.

Shivley looked at the red lips only inches from hers.
“That’s not the point.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

“What is the point?”

Rachel licked her lips, narrowing the space between
herself and Shivley until her lips were so close Shivley could
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almost taste them. Her pulse was in hot pursuit of her heart and
it pounded deep in her chest. The lips moved closer and there
was no doubt in her mind of Rachel’s intentions. She was at a
loss to think of any reason to stop her. “The point is that—"

“The point is,” Rachel interrupted, “I’m going to kiss
you.”

The first touch of Rachel’s lips took her breath away. The
kiss was soft and tentative, as if Rachel were asking permission
to continue, not assuming that it would. Rachel released her
lips, giving Shivley the chance to break off the kiss. When
she didn’t protest, Rachel once again covered her mouth, this
time more sure of herself. Shivley was aware of nothing but
the sensation of soft lips caressing hers. When Rachel’s tongue
lightly tickled her bottom lip, she shuddered. She hadn’t been
kissed like this in a long time, and until this moment, she hadn’t
realized how much she missed it. Shivley shifted from being
an observer to an active participant in the experience.

Rachel registered the instant Shivley dropped her defenses,
and she drew her into her arms. Shivley did not object; on the
contrary, strong arms wound around Rachel’s neck and pulled
her closer. She took that as an invitation to deepen their Kkiss,
and her tongue entered Shivley’s warm, wet mouth. Shivley
moaned and Rachel was certain Shivley wouldn’t stop her
because they both were obviously enjoying the exchange.
God, she can kiss!

The sound of a throat clearing penetrated the haze of desire
that had cloaked Shivley like a warm summer sky. She reacted
first and quickly lowered her hands and pulled Rachel’s arms
from around her waist. She glanced over Rachel’s shoulder,
hoping it was not one of the women from upstairs. Guilt
flooded her when she met the questioning eyes of Ann.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

hivley untangled herself and shot Rachel an apologetic

look before stepping around her. “Good morning.” She
glanced at the clock. “You’re up early. I didn’t expect you.”
Shivley knew how stupid her greeting sounded. She wouldn’t
have carried on like this if she expected Ann to walk in at any
moment.

“Obviously. Should I come back later, or would you two
like some coffee?”” Ann’s expression turned from concerned to
teasing. “Or maybe a cold shower?”

Rachel replied first. “That’s not a bad idea.” What she
really wanted was to continue kissing Shivley for hours, but
she knew there was zero chance of that happening, at least not
this morning. She turned on her heel, headed for the shower,
and left the two women standing in the middle of the kitchen.

“Don’t say it.” Shivley raised her hand, palm out.

“I wasn’t going to say a word.”

“Yes, you were.” Shivley knew better and wasn’t up to
answering the questions lurking behind Ann’s eyes. However,
she didn’t have any choice.
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“Sit down and tell me about it while I make the coffee.”
Ann was more than Shivley’s housekeeper. They had been
friends for more years than Shivley could remember, with no
sexual attraction between them to get in the way of anything
but a wonderful friendship. Shivley valued Ann’s opinion, and
the only advice Ann ever gave, Shivley had asked for.

Shivley filled Ann in on the early morning activities,
specifically omitting her reaction to Rachel’s kisses. She knew
Ann would read between the lines and wasn’t disappointed.

“I’m pretty sure the answer is yes, but is Rachel the first
woman you’ve kissed since Dale?”” Shivley nodded. She didn’t
count the kiss a few months ago at a party. That was more of
an assault than a kiss. “And?”

“And what?” Shivley pretended she didn’t know what
Ann was asking. The look she received told her Ann didn’t
believe she was that dense. “It was okay.”

“That didn’t look like just okay to me.”

“All right, it was more than just okay. I liked it.”

“That’s better. I know it’s been a long time, but shouldn’t
you be glowing and tittering like a schoolgirl?”

Shivley covered her face with both hands as if she could
rub away the situation. “I can’t do this. Besides the fact that
she’s a guest, | just can’t.”

“Why not? I admit it’s not the best policy to get involved
with a guest, but if she’s offering and you’re interested, where’s
the harm?”

Shivley struggled to find the words that would adequately
describe the rage of emotions surging through her body since
that first moment she saw Rachel on the hard dirt road.

She clearly remembered the first time she had gone out
socially after Dale’s death. Her friends had nagged her for weeks
to come to a party they were having, and she finally gave in to
get them off her back. The first thing she remembered was that
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she didn’t have a clue what to wear. Every stitch of clothing
she owned was bought to wear on the ranch and didn’t seem
appropriate for a casual party. She refused to go out and buy
something, because then it would be actually acknowledging it
was a “social” occasion, and she wasn’t ready to “socialize.”

Once she got there, she felt like she had stepped into the
future. She and Dale had been together four years and she was
definitely rusty in small talk. Besides, she was not in the dating
game; she was sitting on the bench. The inane conversation
with women half her age who had absolutely no idea of
challenge, hardship, or even life, for that matter, bored her.

The final straw was when she was talking to a woman
who appeared to have it together, when she slowly lowered
her head to kiss her. There was plenty of opportunity for
Shivley to pull away, but she knew she had to get back in the
saddle, so to speak, and she met the woman halfway. The kiss
was not unpleasant and she actually enjoyed it until it turned
demanding, the woman’s hands roaming like she had every
right to.

Panic and guilt swept over Shivley, and she pulled away.
At least she tried to. The stranger must have thought all she
needed was a little more convincing and held her tighter,
pinning her to the patio rail. Shivley got her hands between
them, pushing on her chest and twisting her mouth away. The
woman finally got the clue and turned her loose. Shivley didn’t
hear the choice words behind her; she was halfway to the front
door.

“Shivley?” Ann’s question pulled her back to the present.

Shivley had felt something very different for Rachel,
a complete stranger, and it had rattled her more than she
expected. She knew nothing about Rachel other than she was
gorgeous and a fabulous kisser. She shuddered to think Rachel
might have a girlfriend stowed away somewhere. She thought
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otherwise. Someone as smooth in seduction as Rachel would
never allow herself to be caught.

“I feel guilty.”

“Shivley, it’s been four years since Dale died. Did you
hear me? Dale died. Not you. You are alive and need to start
living. I know you loved Dale and she loved you, but she
wouldn’t expect you to never find happiness again. She told us
as much.” Ann’s eyes softened with her last words.

Ann was right and Shivley knew it. She and Dale had
talked late into the night shortly before she died, and Dale had
made it very clear that she did not expect Shivley to remain
alone the rest of her life. “That’s not it, Ann.”

“Then what is it?”

Shivley couldn’t describe the thoughts she was having
more frequently. One minute she could put her finger on it and
the next, it had slipped through and was just out of her grasp.
Ann placed another steaming cup of coffee in front of her and
sat down across the table.

“Shivley, I’'m your best friend and I can tell you this as
well as anyone else, but you have to listen to me.” Shivley
studied her with interest. “Sister, you need to get laid.”

Shivley had just sipped her coffee, and Ann’s stark words
sent the hot liquid down the wrong pipe. She coughed and
slapped herself on the chest. Her plight didn’t faze Ann in the
slightest.

“Yep, a good, old-fashioned, honest-to-goodness fuck.
That’s what you need.” Ann shook her head and wore a
satisfied look as if she had just figured out a magician’s secret.
“The kind that absolutely blows your mind and knocks your
socks off. You don’t ever want to get out of bed, and when you
do, all you can think about is getting back in with the warmest,
sexiest woman in the world. The way she touches you...”
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Between the heat from Rachel’s kisses and Ann’s
descriptions, Shivley had heard enough. “I get it, Ann.”

“Oh, sorry.” Ann waved her hand in front of her face,
fanning herself. “Maybe I need to take my own advice.” She
stood. “Guess I’d better get breakfast started. Everyone should
be getting up soon.”

“Good idea. Get started on something you know something
about and stay out of my business,” Shivley grumbled with a
poorly disguised smile.

Ann nodded her head toward the doorway as she spoke.
“It’s not me who wants to get into your business.”

Shivley knew Rachel was standing behind her without
having to turn around. Her pulse quickened and she wondered
just how much of their conversation Rachel had overheard.
She didn’t have to wait long to find out.

Rachel walked into the kitchen and spoke so only Shivley
could hear. “She’s right, you know. A good fuck does wonders.”
She continued to the coffeepot, barely breaking stride. Filling
her cup, she glanced over her shoulder for Shivley’s reaction.
Unmasked lust stared back at her. She boldly returned the
message. Before their heated exchange could ignite into flames
and burn the house down, the remaining boarders stepped into
the room, clamoring for coffee and breakfast.

While they ate, Shivley gave the women a briefing of
the day’s activities. She made eye contact with every woman
except Rachel. If she had, images of fucking her, as Ann had so
crudely put it, would dance in front of her and she would lose
her train of thought and probably turn into a drooling idiot.
She labeled it as self-protective behavior and kept her eyes and
thoughts away from Rachel Stanton.

The women set out right after breakfast, Shivley leading
the way and Lucy trotting excitedly by her side. The sun was
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at their back, excited chatter from her guests filling the brisk
morning air. Shivley had recently purchased the adjacent
property, adding an additional four hundred acres to her
holdings. As a result, the fence line needed to be extended to
surround the new property before she could let her herd graze
on the new land. The women would be spending the first part
of the day digging holes, setting fence posts, and stringing
barbed wire.

Riding out, Shivley spent a few minutes with each
woman, ensuring they were all comfortable in the saddle and
answering questions. As she rode, she felt eyes watching her.
One set she knew belonged to Christina. The woman had
made her interest very clear to Shivley again this morning,
and Shivley would have to tread lightly so as to not offend
her. The other pair of eyes was watching her approach now.

“Doing all right?” Shivley asked, her horse falling into
cadence with Rachel’s.

“A little stiff, but not nearly as much as some of the
others,” Rachel replied, nodding at the other woman riding
ahead of them.

Shivley smiled, nodding in agreement. “Yeah, Ann handed
out quite a few doses of ibuprofen this morning.” Rachel was
one of the few women she had not given any pain reliever
to. Shivley watched Rachel out of the corner of her eye as
they rode comfortably along. Rachel knew what she was doing
on the back of a horse. She sat tall and comfortable in the
saddle, her legs fitting perfectly in the stirrups. She held the
reins loosely, worn leather gloves protecting her hands from
the elements. Her hat was pulled down low on her head, her
hair pulled back in a ponytail. The sleeves of her shirt were
rolled up to her elbows, exposing arms already tanned from
the sun. The top three buttons of her shirt were open, but her
neck was partially hidden under the blue bandana tied casually
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around her neck. By far Rachel was the most appropriately
dressed for the day.

They rode the remaining twenty minutes in silence, and
when Gail and Bart dismounted next to a pile of shovels,
picks, and an auger, Rachel finally spoke. “Damn, looks like
the gremlins had the night off.”

Rachel’s laughter was still ringing in Shivley’s ears when
she dismounted and called the other women around.

Directions given and tools handed out, the women broke
into teams and began the work for the day. Rachel was in the
group with Sue, Cindy, and Joyce, all of whom were from
New York so they chatted endlessly about familiar locations.
Debra and Jane were with their pilot-turned-ranch hand Gail.
Bart was teamed with Christina, Jackie, Ellen, and Becky, and
Shivley was the foreman of the job. Shivley suspected that
Rachel would know how to set a post, but kept an eye on her
group nonetheless. She was not disappointed.

While the rest of the women struggled with their turn with
the auger, Rachel and Cindy handled it like seasoned veterans.
Both women were tall and strong, a must for controlling the
speed and direction of the hole-digging machine. As a matter
of fact, several times Shivley found herself staring at Rachel
standing with legs spread wide for balance, stripped down to a
thin tank top, muscles glistening with sweat. Shivley knew her
mouth had probably been hanging open as well.

Once their forth hole was dug, Rachel took her canteen off
her saddle horn and sat in the shade of a mesquite bush while
Sue and Joyce dug out the loosened dirt with their shovels.
As she looked around the group, she spotted Shivley helping
Debra and Gail.
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Her shirt was off, revealing a well-developed upper body
clad only in a short-sleeve white T-shirt, her damp sports bra
soaked through the thin fabric. The muscles in her legs strained
against her jeans when she lifted the heavy post from the stack
into place in the hole. Mission accomplished, she took off her
hat and wiped the sweat from her face with her green bandana.
Rachel had been with many beautiful women, but none had
the natural beauty Shivley was displaying now. It was raw and
effortless, unlike the synthetic breasts, manufactured faces,
and liposuctioned tummies of the women she associated
with. She was suddenly very thirsty and could almost taste
the salt on Shivley’s skin. Her canteen was halfway to her
lips when Shivley turned and looked at her. She froze, her
body instantaneously on fire, neither woman breaking the
connection.

Rachel could hardly breathe, and it was not from her recent
physical exertion. Shivley’s eyes devoured her and she felt as
if they were the only two people on earth. The sun was shining
and the light breeze in the air did nothing to cool her heated
skin. She wanted to go to Shivley, to have her hands touch her
body the way her eyes were caressing her now. She wanted
to make love with her under the clear blue sky with nothing
but nature between them. She was parched for connection and
Shivley was her beverage of choice.

Shivley heard her name called from somewhere far away,
and each time it seemed to be coming closer until she realized
Debra was standing right next to her. By the look on Debra’s
face, she must have called her name several times before it
penetrated her lust-filled brain.

When she had turned and saw Rachel watching her, Shivley
fell into the vortex of her gaze. It felt as if the world around her
was spinning and she and Rachel were standing perfectly still
in the center. Shivley literally could not move. She had never
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seen such yearning, such unmasked desire directed at her. She
was both thrilled and frightened by what she saw and didn’t
know which one to act on first.

“I’m sorry, what did you say?” Shivley was able to stutter.
She hoped that her other guests hadn’t seen her outright ogle
Rachel like she had just been doing.

“I asked if this was deep enough,” Debra replied, pointing
to the hole they had just dug.

Shivley tore her eyes away from Rachel and tried to focus
on the point in question. It took several seconds of concentrated
breathing for her to gather her wits to be able to answer.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

ust before noon Shivley had everyone mount up and

led them back to the stream where they had been the
day before. Ann was waiting with lunch and several coolers of
cold drinks. Soon the hisses and pops of soda cans peppered
the air as the women settled in for their midday meal.

Ann had also brought along six all-terrain vehicles. They
were lined up in twos on an aluminum trailer pulled behind one
of the pick-up trucks Shivley had on the ranch. The vehicles
were all shiny red, with large knobby tires to grab the rough
terrain, and metal racks on the front and rear to carry whatever
gear was needed. Today, the racks were empty and the gas
tanks full.

Jane spoke up first. “Are those for us?”

Shivley had a mouth full of ham sandwich and could only
nod.

“Cool, I love riding quads,” Christina piped up.

A chorus of “Me too’s” followed, and in no time Ann
and Shivley had the vehicles unloaded and the wide black
vinyl seats occupied. Debra rode with Christina, Ellen and
Jane doubled up, with Sue and Cindy going solo. Shivley was
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helping Ann clean up after lunch when she felt rather than saw
someone standing behind her. Her skin prickled and the hair
on the back of her neck stood up.

“Will you take me for a ride?”

The request was simple enough, but Rachel said it in such
a way that there was no mistaking the double meaning. Shivley
cast a quick glance at Ann, who was struggling to hold in an
“I told you so” smirk and turned around. Rachel was so close
that Shivley’s arm brushed across her breasts, and Shivley’s
eyes got no farther than the nipples that had sprung to attention
under the inadvertent brush. She couldn’t speak.

Rachel’s nipples were hard and her crotch throbbing when
she reached for Shivley’s hand and led her silently to the empty
quad. She climbed onto the rear of the seat and patted the front,
indicating she wanted Shivley to drive. Rachel wanted Shivley
in front of her where she had unimpeded access to the body
that was driving her crazy. Her hands itched to touch Shivley,
and this was the perfect opportunity. Shivley slid into the
seat, turned the key, and started the powerful engine. Rachel
wrapped her arms around her middle and leaned into her. She
was inches away from Shivley’s ear when she said, just loud
enough for Shively to hear, “I’m ready whenever you are.”

Spasms shot through Shivley’s body in the course of
several seconds. First when Rachel put her arms around her,
then when she leaned her hard nipples into her back, and finally
when her warm breath tickled her ear. Shivley wasn’t sure
how long she would be able to concentrate on her driving with
Rachel in this position. When Rachel’s hands drifted lower on
her belly and her fingers grazed her crotch, Shivley gunned the
throttle and they took off.

It took several seconds for Shivley to regain control of the
vehicle and reduce the speed to what was appropriate for the
terrain. They rode along the bank of the stream, following the
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trail the other riders had taken a few minutes ago. Shivley’s
hands grasped the handles tightly, her knees hugging the warm
gas tank. The placement of Rachel’s hands was another matter
altogether. They roamed freely over her stomach and thighs,
and up and down her sides until Shivley almost crawled out of
her skin. Rachel had her in a compromising position and was
using it to her advantage.

“I like this.” Rachel spoke into Shivley’s ear.

Rachel’s breasts were pressed tightly against her back and
her legs straddled her ass, and Shivley groaned out loud. She
knew Rachel could not hear her over the noise of the engine,
and it gave her a millisecond of relief from the torment Rachel
was putting her through. She shifted gears, and when Rachel’s
hands drifted north, she released the clutch too quickly and the
engine sputtered and stalled, coming to a sudden stop.

“Jesus Christ, Rachel, you’re gonna get us killed.”
Actually, Shivley was already dying a slow death from
Rachel’s teasing.

Rachel’s hands were just under the curve of Shivley’s full
breasts, and when she leaned forward, she could see Shivley’s
nipples straining against the fabric. Her fingers started to move.
“Mmm, I like this a lot.” She was almost purring.

Shivley grabbed Rachel’s hands before she could do any
more damage to her self-control and laid them on her thighs,
covering them with her own. “Rachel, I mean it. You can’t do
that. It’s dangerous. Someone could get hurt.”

Shivley’s tight muscles quivered under her fingers, thrilling
Rachel with her response. “You’re the one who’s dangerous.”
She squeezed Shivley’s legs.

Shivley closed her eyes and begged for strength. “No,
you’re killing me and you have to stop.” Her last few words
faded away.

“And if I don’t?” Rachel didn’t stop, nor did she move
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away from the tight embrace. What she did do was nibble on
Shivley’s exposed neck.

Shivley was rapidly losing the ability to keep her libido in
check. Rachel’s hands were waking up parts of her body that
had been asleep for a long time. Her fingers tingled and her
toes started to curl. She needed this and she needed it badly. It
shook her to realize that she had never needed Dale as much as
she needed Rachel right now. But she was not so far gone that
she didn’t realize where they were and the ramifications should
someone show up at the wrong moment, or any moment, for
that matter.

Shivley clenched her teeth. “I’m asking you to.” When
Rachel still did not move, she added, “Please.”

Rachel wasn’t about to let her go. She finally had her
right where she wanted her and was not going to let any grass
grow under her feet. She knew that if she said one word or
moved just a fraction closer, Shivley would be hers. She
wanted Shivley, needed her, and craved her like she had never
craved anyone before. The vibration of the engine and feel of
Shivley’s hard muscles reacting to her touch had Rachel wound
tighter than ever before. All she needed was one simple touch
and she would go over the edge. Shivley had not moved away
from her, but Rachel detected desperation in her voice and it
touched her. She wanted Shivley, her body was screaming for
her, but not like this. Rachel had never given a second thought
to persuading a woman who needed just a little bit more to
step over the cliff. But this was no longer just about her and
her needs. Shivley had to want her in the same equal way,
or it would mean nothing. And Rachel was suddenly tired of
nothing.

Rachel dropped her hands to Shivley’s waist without
saying anything more. She could have teased her some more.
She wanted to, but something held her back. They rode back to
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the group in silence, Rachel hanging on chastely to Shivley’s
belt loops. Shivley cut the engine and Rachel stepped off,
running her hand teasingly along Shivley’s tense shoulders.

“Relax,  won’t do anything you don’t want me to.” Rachel
turned around and headed for her horse.

®,
o

On their return to the ranch, Shivley was shadowed by
Christina for most of the ride. The only time Christina left her
side was when the trail became too narrow for two horses,
and she resumed her position as soon as she was able. Shivley
kept an eye on Rachel, who rode several lengths behind her,
chatting quietly with Jane and Joyce. Several times Shivley
heard her laugh, and butterflies danced in her stomach.

Shivley recalled their ride and the feel of Rachel’s arms
wrapped around her, her warm breath on her neck. She finally
admitted that it had felt good, and she cursed because it was
one of her guests who made her feel this way. She was treading
on thin ice if she got involved with a paying customer, and
even worse, with someone who was leaving in a few days.
Maybe it was better this way. Rachel would be the first woman
she would be with since Dale, and if things went badly in bed,
she would not have to worry about accidentally running into
her on the street or at Home Depot. God, how embarrassing
would that be? Would they stand there and try to make small
talk, each embarrassed by the whole thing, or would they each
make a beeline for the next aisle to avoid each other?

Christina flirted with Shivley the entire way and didn’t
seem to mind or notice her one-word replies. Shivley found it
amusing that a woman ten years her junior could be interested
in a tired forty-two-year-old woman whose hands were
calloused and whose skin had a permanent smell of horse and
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sweat and who wasn’t even paying attention to her. When
the barn was finally in sight, Shivley sighed in relief, tired
of dodging innuendo after innuendo from her riding partner.
She shook off her odd mood and turned in the saddle to face
the group behind her. “Last one in the barn has to muck the
stalls!”

Rachel and Sue were the first to pick up the challenge, and
they kicked their mounts into action. As they flew by, Rachel’s
face was alive and flushed with excitement. Shivley’s pulse
quickly matched the speed of her horse. The other riders soon
caught on, and once Shivley was comfortable that they would
not suffer a spill, she raced to catch up with the leaders.

It wasn’t long before Shivley passed Sue and caught up
with Rachel, who was two lengths ahead of her. She nudged
her horse and she rocketed ahead, quickly closing the gap.
Midnight loved to run and would take off at the slightest signal.
She was not even at full gallop when she came neck and neck
with Bonanza.

Shivley glanced over at Rachel and her heart skipped a
beat. Rachel’s face was a study in concentration. Her eyes
were barely visible under the brim of her hat and wisps of hair
escaped out the back. To Shivley’s trained eye, Rachel had the
skill to be riding this fast, and she encouraged Midnight to run
faster. The big horse quickly obeyed and they pulled away.

Rachel saw movement to her right but didn’t take her
eyes off the ground in front of her. She was unfamiliar with
her horse and the terrain and didn’t dare risk a fall by losing
her concentration. After a moment, she didn’t have to. A
black quarter horse shot by her, its rider standing easily in the
stirrups. She recognized the horse and then Shivley, and she
spurred Bonanza to move ahead. The race was on.

They rode fast, exchanging the lead back and forth.
Rachel was exhilarated and full of life as if she were riding
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away from her terrible childhood and her current troubles, her
melancholy left behind with each step. She was free, with no
worries, cares, or responsibilities. There were no cell phones
ringing, cameras flashing, or people pressuring her to work
magic. She let go of the reins with her right hand, pulled off
her hat, and let out a loud “Yee haw!” She pulled ahead of
Shivley and entered the corral first.

Rachel was laughing when Shivley rode up beside her,
and Shivley was relieved to see her smiling again. Rachel’s
eyes were the color of the spring prairie and sparkled like the
first star of the night. She was absolutely radiant when she
smiled, and Shivley wanted to be the cause of that smile. “I
knew you were a ringer when [ first saw you.”

Rachel batted her eyes and caught a lock of hair that
cascaded across her eyes. “Why, whatever do you mean, Ms.
McCoy?” She reverted to the soft Southern drawl she had used
on Shivley once before. “I was just out for a little afternoon
ride on my trusty steed.” It was all Rachel could do to keep
from bursting out laughing.

Shivley was caught up in the charade. She took off her hat
and placed it over her heart. “I beg your pardon, Miss Stanton.
I must have mistaken you for some other wildcat. What ever
must I do to for your forgiveness?”

“Kiss me.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

hivley was speechless. She thought she had

misunderstood what Rachel had said, but one look at
her face convinced her otherwise. All charades were forgotten
and Rachel was focused on her lips with an intensity that made
Shively’s legs grow weak. If she weren’t in the saddle, she
might have collapsed in a heap. As it was, she had to press her
legs together to stay upright. Midnight took that as a signal
and moved forward, breaking the spell. “Whoa, girl.” Shivley
wasn’t sure if her command was directed to her, her horse, or
Rachel. She pulled back on the reins, her hat slipping from her
hands and landing in the dirt.

Rachel had no idea what she was going to say until it
came out of her mouth, and she was not sorry that it did. After
this morning she had wanted nothing more than to pick up
where they left off in the kitchen and see how far it would go.
The cold shower suggested by Ann had done little to cool her
libido, and being with Shivley all day stoked the fire.

“Now look what I’ve done.” Rachel resumed her drawl.
“It’s my turn to apologize to you, Ms. McCoy, and ask what
I can do for your forgiveness.” She wanted Shivley, but she
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enjoyed toying with her more. It was not done in a mean-
spirited way, but it was so refreshing to find someone who was
honestly flabbergasted by her attentions. When Shivley didn’t
immediately answer, Rachel took pity on her. “You don’t have
to answer right now. Think about it and get back to me. Maybe
tonight on the porch accompanied by an after-dinner drink?”

It was all Shivley could do to nod before the other women
rode into the corral. They were excited from the race and were
talking on top of each other. Christina was the first to mention
that Ellen had come in last and to be sure to clean her horse’s
stall extra good. Everyone laughed at the frightened expression
on Ellen’s face.

“Don’t worry, Ellen. I’ll help.” Shivley jumped in. The
look of relief on Ellen’s face was priceless. “Okay, everybody,
walk your horses until they cool down, then take them into
their stalls and give them a good brushing. I’ll be along to see
if you need any help.”

Shivley spent time with each of the women as they tended
to their horses, and before long the horses were brushed and
fed and the tack put away. She made the mistake of stepping
inside the stall where Christina was.

“Here, let me show you.” Shivley took the brush from
Christina’s outstretched hand and briskly rubbed down the
horse’s sides. “Like this. Don’t be afraid to rub hard. Dandy
likes it that way.”

Just then Christina stepped in close to her. “You can rub
me like that anytime, Shivley. I know I’1l like it as much as he
does.”

Christina was standing close enough that Shivley felt her
warm breath on her neck. Instead of being provocative, it just
gave her the shivers. She managed to slip past the eager woman
and back out of the stall unscathed. She reminded herself she
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needed to be on high alert whenever Christina was around and
to never be alone with her.

Shivley’s last stop was at the stall adjacent to the one she
just vacated. “Got everything you need?” she asked, standing
on the threshold of the stall. Rachel spun around. The burning
look on her face told Shivley that she had read more into her
question than what was intended.

“Yeah, I'll be done in another minute or so.”

Shivley had expected a reply more in line with the message
that Rachel was giving her a few hours earlier, and she was
surprisingly disappointed. As much as she wanted to kiss
Rachel again, she was afraid. She was afraid of Rachel, and
afraid of herself because she wanted much more than kisses.
“He looks good.”

“Excuse me?”

Shivley nodded toward the horse that gleamed under the
brush of his rider. “Bonanza. I don’t think I’ve ever see him
so shiny and well cared for.” She had been watching Rachel
for several minutes brushing the horse. She was talking to him
in soft, low tones that only the horse could hear, and Rachel
had his undivided attention. A mask quickly fell over Rachel’s
eyes.

“Yeah, well, you know, horses, dogs, kids. All they need
is a little love to survive,” Rachel said and returned to brushing
the buckskin.

Shivley had a hunch that there was more to Rachel than
what people saw on the outside. Shivley was a pretty good
judge of character, and her instinct told her that Rachel only
allowed people to see exactly what she wanted them to see.
Rachel’s reserve was cracking, and Shivley wanted to know
what was inside.
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Shivley walked through the great room after helping Ann
clean up from dinner and counted six heads watching the big-
screen television. Actually, it looked more like four of the six
heads were dozing than watching the calm evacuation of the
Titanic. Rachel was not in the room, nor had she given any
indication of where she would be. Shivley gave it a passing
thought but continued out the door.

The air was crisp as she walked across the yard toward
the stables. A light was on and she made a mental note to
remind Gail and Bart to turn it off when they were not inside.
The sound of a soft voice drifted through the building and she
quickened her pace.

Rachel was in Bonanza’s stall brushing the buckskin
and talking to him in hushed tones. Rachel didn’t know she
was there, and Shivley wanted to keep it that way for as long
as possible. She watched as Rachel held the hard brush and
stroked the horse across his back from the bottom of his mane
to the top of his tail. Back and forth, back and forth, each stroke
long and smooth, barely overlapping the one before. She was
mesmerized by the calming strokes and the gentleness of
Rachel’s actions. A flash of Rachel’s hands stroking her body
in the same rhythm sent a chill down her spine. She suddenly
felt very warm and her knees felt weak.

“I didn’t think he’d mind a little more attention,” Rachel
said calmly, not turning around. She’d heard someone behind
her, and when no words were spoken she knew it was Shivley.
She had to concentrate to make sure her body didn’t betray
the way Shivley’s presence affected her. If anything, she had
never felt as sensual as she did right now knowing Shivley was
watching her.

It took Shivley a moment to realize that Rachel was talking
to her. She hadn’t missed a stroke or even acknowledged that
she knew Shivley was there. Shivley wondered how long
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Rachel had known she was standing behind her. “What male
wouldn’t enjoy the skillful hands of a beautiful woman all over
him?”” Shivley almost gasped at her unfiltered reply. She was
captured in Rachel’s spell and couldn’t get out. She detected a
slight hesitation in Rachel’s stroke before she turned to look at
her. Her heart skipped a beat at the unmasked desire burning
in Rachel’s eyes.

“Does that apply to beautiful women ranchers?” Rachel
licked her lips. She continued brushing Bonanza, accentuating
each movement. Shivley had not moved, and Rachel wasn’t
sure she was even breathing. She slowly crossed the six feet
that separated them and stopped just inches from Shivley’s
chest. She could see flecks of light reflecting in Shivley’s dark
eyes, which had not stopped staring at her lips.

Rachel stepped closer. “Do I frighten you?”

“Only when you look at me like you are right now.” And
the way you did this morning, this afternoon, and yesterday,
and the day before that. Shivley racked her brain to remember
the last time Dale had looked at her like that. Guilt trickled
down her throat when she couldn’t remember the last time she
looked at Dale like that either.

Rachel cocked her head. “And how am I looking at
you?”

Shivley swallowed the lump that had suddenly lodged in
her throat. Her heart was pounding so loudly she could barely
hear her own voice. She was treading on treacherous ground
and her footing was shaky. “Like you want to kiss me.”

“No, I don’t want to kiss you.” Rachel paused. “I want
you to kiss me.”

With one statement, Rachel turned Shivley’s stomach
upside down. Shivley wanted to kiss Rachel again but didn’t
think she was capable of taking the initiative. Her hands shook
and she was afraid her legs would give out at any moment. It
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was hypocritical to want to be kissed but not be the kisser, but
she didn’t care. It took the responsibility out of her hands.

Rachel watched as it was apparent Shivley was struggling
with what to do. She didn’t think it had been a difficult request,
especially after the kiss they shared that morning, but Shivley
seemed to be hesitant.

“Rachel,” Shivley began.

Rachel had had enough. She was tired, sore, and frustrated.
“Shivley, what’s really going on here?”” With that comment,
Shivley finally looked into her eyes. “No, don’t look at me
like you don’t know what I’m talking about. You kissed me
this morning. Quite passionately, I might add, and up until two
seconds ago, you looked like you wanted to do it again. What’s
the deal? We’re both consenting adults. I’'m not attached and
I don’t think you are either, so why not have a little fun?
And don’t tell me it’s because I’'m a guest, because that’s a
smokescreen and you know it.” Shivley didn’t reply. Rachel
wasn’t used to women hesitating or turning her down, but she
was not going to give up on Shivley. She knew she would be
worth the wait. “Okay, I won’t push it. At least not tonight.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

hivley was both relieved and disappointed as she

watched Rachel go back inside the house. She was a
coward. “Jesus, Shivley, a hot woman asks you to kiss her, and
you stand here quivering like a terrified virgin. Somebody slap
me before I stupid myself to death.”

Shivley’s arms felt like lead as she checked the other
horses before turning out the lights. She retraced her steps,
locked the front door of the house, and trudged up the stairs.
Several of the rooms she passed were dark, but light was
snaking out from beneath two others. She hesitated at Rachel’s
door, listening for any sound that she was still awake. Shivley
had no idea what she would do if she was, but she listened
anyway. Not hearing anything to give her encouragement or
scare the hell out of her, she stepped across the hall to her own
room.

Rachel lay naked in bed in her darkened room waiting
for sleep to revive her tired body. She spent far too much
time behind a desk or on the campaign trail, and her body
was echoing that sentiment in stereo. She ached from one end
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to the other, and definitely the places in between. She would
never admit it to anyone, but she was grateful to get off her
horse and sit in a soft, cushioned chair. The interesting thing
was that she didn’t feel any discomfort until the hours in the
saddle were over. The joy of riding a horse again brought back
memories she had long forgotten.

Rachel lay quietly on the bed when she heard the
unmistakable sound of footsteps walking down the hall. She
knew by process of elimination that it could be no other than
Christina, and Rachel knew exactly where she was headed.
The footsteps stopped and the sound of soft knocking quickly
followed. Several seconds passed before she heard any noise
indicating the occupant behind the closed door had heard
the sound. The noise of the latch unlocking echoed in the
hallway.

Rachel imagined Shivley opening the door to admit her
caller, a warm, soft robe covering her clean, naked body. She
listened but was unable to make out what the murmuring
voices were saying, and it wasn’t long before she heard
the door close firmly. She waited for the sound of receding
footsteps, and an unfamiliar pang of jealousy shot through her
when she heard none. Unnerved by her wayward thoughts and
the unusual feelings she was experiencing while on the ranch,
Rachel didn’t consider that she had not seen Shivley give any
indication that she was interested in Christina. But then again,
she had not been with Shivley every minute, and the young
woman was hot, and if nothing else, persistent.

Rachel quickly shook the erotic thoughts from her head,
and against her own will, listened for any sounds emanating
from the room across the hall. Forty minutes later the only
sound she heard was the natural creaking of the old house. Her
body finally won the battle for sleep and she closed her eyes.
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A collage of images danced through Rachel’s dreams, all
of them involving Shivley. In one scene Midnight was running
at top speed, Shivley confidently in the saddle. In another it
was the instant Shivley recognized her when she stepped off
the plane. But most vivid was the image of Shivley in a blue
pin-striped suit complete with silk stockings, her legs spread,
lying on top of a desk.

The dream began with Rachel sitting across the desk from
Shivley, an envelope bulging with papers on her lap. No words
were spoken between them, but it was clear that Rachel had
come to Shivley for her annual income tax preparation. Shivley
stood and slowly walked around to the front of her desk. She
lifted one leg and sat on the edge, settling mere inches from
her. Rachel’s gaze fell to the expanse of leg exposed by the
provocative pose, and she ached with the need to touch the
firm muscles encased in silk. When Shivley shifted, Rachel
caught a glimpse of dark triangle through her sheer panties,
and her throat closed.

Rachel watched the dream unfold as if she were an
observer and not a participant. Shivley knew exactly what she
was doing and moved again, opening her legs farther. Rachel’s
mouth fell open at the tantalizing view of Shivley’s crotch,
damp with arousal.

Rachel didn’t remember exactly what happened, but the
next thing she knew she was leaning over Shivley, one hand
inside her blouse and the other up her skirt. The desk accessories
were scattered on the floor and the telephone was ringing.
Shivley’s hands were in her hair pulling their kiss deeper and
smothering the moans coming from deep within her. Her hand
caressed the inside of Shivley’s thighs, then traveled higher,
the silk stockings providing an invitingly smooth path.

Shivley gasped and arched her back when she touched
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her. The thin fabric of Shivley’s panties were soaked with
evidence of her arousal. Rachel dragged her mouth away from
Shivley’s hungry lips and quickly traveled down a creamy
throat seeking breasts hidden beneath the silk blouse. Rachel
couldn’t get the buttons opened and instead pushed the blouse
up to expose the waiting breasts. Shivley was not wearing a
bra, and Rachel’s tongue immediately traced a path around
the base of Shivley’s breast and continued the circular pattern
until she finally rounded the peak.

Shivley’s nipple was erect and hard in her mouth and
Rachel lightly nibbled on it. Shivley moaned Rachel’s name
at the same time she grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled
her lips closer. Rachel savored the taste of the breast in her
mouth as her fingers snaked inside Shivley’s panties. She
was rewarded with a gush of liquid that coated the tips of her
fingers. Her long, wet fingers explored every soft fold and
warm valley at the same time her lips reclaimed Shivley’s.
Shivley broke the kiss and begged, “Go in me, please.” Rachel
wanted Shivley so badly she couldn’t restrain herself from
obeying the command.

Ever so slowly first one finger entered, then two, and
were encased in warmth and wetness that she had never
experienced. Rachel took her cue from Shivley, her fingers
expertly matching the rhythm of Shivley’s tongue darting in
and out of her mouth. The big mahogany desk bucked in time
with the two women fucking on the surface. Rachel could
barely breathe and her hand was crushed when Shivley finally
exploded in orgasm.

For the second time in almost as many days Rachel
woke fully aroused and wired to explode. She didn’t move,
hoping to fall back asleep and return to the wonderful dream.
After several minutes she knew it was fruitless, rolled onto
her stomach, and looked at the clock. She had another fifteen
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minutes before her alarm was set to go off, and she debated
between finishing the job her dream began and drowning her
desire in the shower. She chose the former—or rather her body
decided for her.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

he only sounds at the breakfast table were the clinking

of silverware and the intermittent sipping of coffee.
The lack of conversation didn’t surprise Shivley, considering
it was five thirty in the morning, and she was pleased to see
all of the women were present and accounted for. Several
looked like they had stayed up past their bedtime, while others
looked as though they hadn’t slept at all. That was the category
Shivley fell into, and she was not happy about it.

The knock on her door the night before was not totally
unexpected, but the person doing the knocking was. She’d
expected to see Rachel on the other side of the door and was
surprised when it was not. It had taken her a moment to realize
that she was disappointed that Christina was her caller and not
the woman in the room across the hall.

Christina had been smooth in her approach the previous
two days, using a combination of subtlety and frank gazes to
get her point across. Last night when Shivley had not bitten,
Christina stepped closer but immediately stopped when Shivley
finally had to tell her point-blank thanks, but no thanks. Shivley
had watched Christina silently walk away before closing her
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door and retreating to bed, where she stared at the ceiling most
of the night.

Shivley observed Rachel over the top of her coffee cup,
noting that she was not afraid to eat. Most women she knew
who had a body like Rachel’s would rather starve than work
hard to keep the pounds away. Rachel put two more pieces of
bacon on her plate and another pancake, and again Shivley
realized that Rachel was the exception.

After breakfast Rachel and the other women saddled up
their horses and spent an hour or so with Shivley giving them
some basic instruction on rounding up stray cattle. Shivley
watched for confirmation that the women understood what to
do, how to do it, and what their horses had been trained to
do. She warned them if they were not paying attention, their
horse would cut left while they were still going right and the
women would find themselves lying in the dirt wondering what
happened. She lifted the rope from her saddle horn and grasped
it tightly in her gloved hand. She demonstrated how to use the
rope to get the attention of the stray and lead it in the right
direction. She didn’t attempt to teach them how to throw the
lasso over the steer’s head. That lesson was far too advanced
for this group. Some of the women were disappointed, and
she agreed to teach them once they returned to the ranch later
that day. The women caught on quickly and soon they were on
their way in search of strays.

Gail and Bart were along to keep an eye on the women,
who split into three groups. Rachel and Jackie were with
Shivley, and somehow Christina managed to make it an even
four. Rachel was not surprised to see Christina practically
glued to the hip with Shivley—after all, they had spent the
night together. Or had they? She had observed the two women
over breakfast and decided they didn’t look like they had just
spent a night filled with sex. At first Rachel thought Shivley
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simply didn’t want anyone to know that she had slept with a
guest, but there was something in her face and in the set of her
jaw that indicated something very different was going on.

Rachel waited for her opportunity and spurred her horse
forward. “I didn’t have a chance to properly say good morning.
Everybody seemed to be half asleep, you included.”

Shivley had stiffened at the sound of approaching
hoofbeats. She had thought that last night she had made it
perfectly clear to Christina that she was not interested, but
Christina had been dogging her all morning, and Shivley was
growing weary of it. She relaxed as Rachel rode up beside her.
“It’s like that in the mornings. Most people aren’t used to the
exercise and clean air. Throw in a little excitement like roping
and riding a two-thousand-pound animal, and they usually
crash. Wait till we spend the night on the ground. Then see
how everybody looks.”

“So what’s your excuse?”” Shivley looked at Rachel with
a question in her eyes. “You do this every day.” Rachel waved
her hand to indicate their surroundings. “Sit on a horse, ride
around, and fix things. What’s your excuse for looking like you
were up all night?”” To encourage Shivley’s response, Rachel
kept her tone light and teasing.

Shivley laughed. “I’ve never had my life described in quite
those terms. Let’s see, ride around and fix things.” Shivley
thought for a moment. “I guess some people could think that’s
all I do, and in some respects it’s true.”

“Well, were you?” Rachel was not going to let Shivley
off the hook so easily. She wanted confirmation that her hunch
was correct.

“Was I what?” Shivley forgot the original question when
Rachel looked at her with that “don’t bullshit me” expression
on her face.

“Up all night?”
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“Up all night? Me? No.” Shivley shook her head. “I tossed
and turned a few times, but other than that I slept like a rock.”
And just lied like one, too.

Rachel didn’t know whether to believe Shivley or not.
She knew it was Christina who’d knocked at Shivley’s door,
and she was positive she didn’t hear footsteps leading away
after the door closed.

She studied Shivley critically as if she were looking for
the chink in her story, but Shivley held fast to it. “You look like
you don’t believe me.”

Rachel was surprised Shivley called her on it. “It’s really
none of my business.” She tried to sound convincing.

Shivley thought about her answer before she spoke. She
glanced at the trail and then looked Rachel square in the eyes.
“You’re right, it is none of your business.” She hesitated in
order to give Rachel a chance to draw her own conclusions. “I
didn’t sleep with her.”

Busted. Shivley had seen right through her, and Rachel
didn’t know whether to be pissed or embarrassed. She was
good at not showing her hand too early, but it was obvious
this time she’d failed. Her emotions overrode her logic at the
thought of Shivley making love to Christina. “So you say,”
Rachel snapped in response, angry at herself.

Shivley was surprised at Rachel’s snide comment. She
removed her hat and ran her fingers through her damp hair
before returning it to her head. “No, Ms. Stanton, I don’t just
say. It’s a fact.” Shivley wondered why it was important for
her to convince Rachel that Christina had left without even
entering her room.

“You just kiss them in the kitchen,” Rachel shot back, still
angry at herself.

“Wrong again. You kissed me.” Shivley was surprised at
her calmness. The image of them kissing shot into her brain.
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This time it was Rachel who removed her hat and wiped
her hand across her brow. “And I remember your tongue
halfway down my throat.” That really wasn’t the case. As a
matter of fact, it was her tongue that was doing most of the
traveling. Her humor had returned and she wanted to see just
how far Shivley would go to defend her honor.

“It was not!” Shivley exclaimed, louder than she
intended.

“You’re right, it wasn’t. But I’d bet that if we hadn’t been
interrupted it would have been. And that would have been
nice.” Rachel licked her lips as if reliving their brief kiss. The
flushed look on her riding companion’s face told her she, too,
remembered it clearly. Shivley started to say something, but
Rachel held up her hand and cut her off. “I know, I know. You
don’t sleep with your guests. I get it.” She winked and spurred
her horse in the opposite direction.

®,
o

The two teams worked closely, and in between laughing at
each other’s antics and cursing the stubborn animals, managed
to round up a dozen strays. Fortunately, everyone had paid
attention to Shivley’s briefing, and so far no one had found
themselves looking at the underside of their horse. Three steers
separated Shivley from Rachel, and they were calmly moving
to join the others when one bolted and took off running. The
remaining two took that as their signal and quickly scattered
as well.

Shivley took off after the lead steer, uncoiling her rope
with one hand while grasping the reins with the other. Her horse
was practically at a full run, and she stood in the stirrups to use
her legs to absorb the jolting movement. She swung the lasso
around her head several times as she closed the gap between
herself and the runaway. With a smooth toss perfected after
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hundreds of such tries, she looped the lasso, which fell over the
steer’s head. She quickly wrapped the remaining rope around
the saddle horn and reined in her horse. The two animals came
to a stop simultaneously amid cheers and applause.

Shivley turned around, and all ten women, along with Gail
and Bart, were clapping and whistling. No matter how many
times she chased one of the herd, it still thrilled her like it was
the first time. She was breathing hard from the adrenaline rush.
With her free hand she removed her hat and swung it in the air
as if she had just snared the prize steer at the local rodeo.

Rachel watched the scene unfolding as if watching
a movie. Shivley didn’t hesitate when the steer made his
break, and her sure, confident movements in the saddle were
impressive. She knew exactly what to do, and at one point
must have anticipated what the steer would do because she
intercepted it in mid-stride. The rope soaring through the air
was as light as a feather, and when it landed over the steer’s
head Rachel couldn’t help but think of a basketball saying—
“nothing but net.”

The herd secure, the group stopped for lunch, quickly
devouring the cold sandwiches, chips, and fruit Ann had packed
for them that morning. Several lay down under the shade of a
tree, stretched their tired limbs, and took a light nap while Gail
and Bart kept an eye on the strays they had rounded up.

Shivley sat down on a fallen tree, and when Christina
approached, gave her a look that clearly told her to find
somewhere else to sit. Christina glared at her throughout the
meal, which made Shivley feel slightly guilty, but not enough
to do anything about it. It was Shivley’s job to ensure all of her
guests enjoyed themselves, and rebuffing one of them was not
the way to do it. She would have to make up for it later, but
right now she was simply too tired.

She thought back to her conversation with Rachel earlier
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that morning. It was partially true. She had tossed and turned a
few times last night, but that was before she gave up trying to
sleep at all. Every time she closed her eyes she saw a blonde
in boots, jeans, and a hat.

She leaned her back against the thick stump and must have
dozed off because she came awake with a jerk at the sound of
her name. Bart was calling her from across the stream, and
Shivley quickly scanned the other women hoping no one
had noticed she had fallen asleep. All the women were either
napping or talking quietly to each other except Rachel, who
was looking straight at her.

Rachel had been watching their sleeping host as she
slowly inhaled and exhaled with each breath. Shivley’s legs
were stretched out in front of her, her hands lying casually
in her lap, hat pulled low over her eyes. She looked like a
real cowgirl, and a damn sexy one at that. Rachel smiled at
that thought. For crying out loud, she is a real cowgirl. Not a
wannabe like the rest of us. Rachel enjoyed the opportunity to
study the lanky form uninterrupted and took her time imagining
what the skin beneath the worn jeans and cotton shirt would
feel like under her fingers. If it was anything like her dream
the night before, she might die from the exquisite sensation.
She sighed with disappointment when Shivley woke, ending
observation.

Shivley was all business talking with Bart. Her stride
across the creek had been purposeful, and her stance once she
arrived was confident. Even though they were outside under
the cloudless sky, Shivley had a presence about her that Rachel
imagined would fill any room.

For the second time that day Shivley caught Rachel
watching her. If it weren’t for the rush of arousal, she would
have felt uncomfortable at the attention. Several years ago a
guest had stared at her the entire week, and after a few days,
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Shivley felt as if she were being stalked. Thankfully, when
the week was over, the woman disappeared from her life. But
Rachel watching her was different. She stood a little taller and
sat straighter in the saddle, all for Rachel’s benefit. She was
desired, a feeling that left her many years ago. She came back
across the stream as the women began to stir.

“Okay, ladies, let’s get these cattle back to the ranch and
we’ll call it a day.”

Shivley had no preconceived ideas that it would be that
easy, and she wasn’t wrong. The cattle spotted a section of
fence that was down, and the lead steer quickly headed in that
direction. Shivley quickly rode to the front along the south
side of the herd, Rachel parallel to her to the north. A wave of
warmth mixed with déja vu washed over her at the sight. She
had imagined this scene in her head many times: working the
ranch with the woman she loved by her side. The rider beside
her had no face, but Shivley always knew it was not Dale.

Simultaneously they arrived at the lead steer and turned
him and the herd around before they hit the open range. Shivley
gave Gail and Bart instructions to take the women and the herd
back to the corral while she stayed to repair the fence. When
Shivley dismounted to repair the fence a shadow passed across
her back.

“Need some help?”

The sun was behind Rachel, silhouetting her body,
accentuating every womanly curve. The sight was almost
more sensual than if she were standing there completely naked.
A few strands of hair had escaped from her ribbon and blew
in the gentle breeze. Shivley’s throat tightened. “Sure. You
should have some pliers in your saddle bags and some rope.”
Each woman had a small set of tools typically used every day
on the ranch. Shivley found that it often came in handy, and
today was no exception.
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Rachel knew how to mend a fence and was quickly on the
ground beside Shivley lifting posts and pulling wire without
having to be told. Several times she was distracted by Shivley’s
bronzed muscles covered in a light sheen of sweat glistening
in the sun, and more than once Shivley caught her looking.

Shivley was impressed. Not only could Rachel mend a
fence, but she did it without complaining. She was strong,
resourceful, and persistent. Shivley was accustomed to her
guests working alongside her. It was a working dude ranch,
after all. But working with Rachel beside her was very different.
They worked well together. Rarely did Shivley have to tell her
what to do, and when she did, Rachel understood immediately.
This was what Shivley had envisioned when she dreamed of
the ranch. But guilt was burning in her throat like bile. Guilt
that she had never imagined Dale would be by her side and
shame that now that she had met Rachel, Shivley wouldn’t
want her to be.

Rachel stood back to admire their handiwork. “Not bad
for a couple of lesbians.”

“Pretty damn good for a couple of girls,” Shivley
countered. She would return to this section tomorrow with the
proper tools to secure their temporary handiwork.

“Touché. Right back at ya, Rancher McCoy.” Rachel was
proud of what they had done. She realized that it had been a
long time since she had experienced a sense of accomplishment
like this and even longer for something she could be proud
of. Yes, she got people elected, but so what? What impact
did she really make? Her job was difficult. Every one of her
candidates had a skeleton in their closet, but she could hold
the door closed with one hand and spin with the other with her
eyes closed. Big deal.

She never stayed around to see the impact of what she had
done. Those who dabbled in psychoanalysis would say that she
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was never held accountable for her actions. She didn’t think
that was entirely true. If she didn’t produce, she was fired.
But again, so what? A dozen more clients just like the one
she left were waiting in line for her skills. Her job consisted
of one campaign after another. Her personal life mirrored her
professional one. She drifted from woman to woman, and after
over twenty years as a lesbian, she had absolutely nothing
to show for it. She didn’t have any ex-girlfriend stories, no
photographs on her coffee table of places she and a lover
had visited on a romantic vacation. Her life was as transitory
as her job. She was drifting, and until recently she thought
nothing of it. As a matter of fact, it suited her. No demands, no
commitments, and no disappointments. But lately she had an
underlying need for something more permanent to wrap her
arms around.

The last few days were filled with hard, physical work,
pure and simple. At the end of the day there was a tangible result
that she could be proud of. The difference between Washington
and Arizona was much more than simple geography.

* 118



HEARTLAND

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

he cattle were in the holding pen and the horses set out

to graze in the adjacent fenced pasture when Shivley
and Rachel arrived back at the ranch. Several women were
sprawled on the soft couches in the great room, and a few had
made it up the stairs.

Shivley continued into the kitchen and headed straight for
the refrigerator. The cool blast felt good on her sweaty skin.
When she reached inside for some water, a voice behind her
made her tingle.

“Got one for me, too?”

Shivley grab