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            The Wedding Cake

          

        

      

    

    
      “What happened?” I screech.

      “I’m sorry, Jess. I don’t know.”
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks ago, Monica told us the good news—she and Charlie are getting married. I had 14 days to find the perfect place. That was easy. Monica loves Buttonwood Winery; they’re friendly, whimsical, and have the best peaches in a hundred miles. I arranged the festivities, the food, the wine, and I even remained calm with her out-of-town relatives.

      And now this. Why is the carriage horse standing on the wedding cake?

      The baker delivered it this morning. I helped get it safely in the refrigerator.

      The horse and carriage are rented. The horse isn’t mine—Juliette wouldn’t have stepped on it. She would have eaten it.

      The ceremony begins at 4:00, when sun is a bit lower in the sky. Fortunately, the oaks will give plenty of shade by the pond. It also gives the out-of-town guests more time to wine taste or. Or what? There isn’t much they’ll want to do, except sip. I don’t see her old-lady relatives hiking in Figueroa Mountain Park, or going to the ostrich farm to feed the birds. I have them pegged as imbibers.

      Why is this cake-situation my problem? Because I’m the bridesmaid. And the wedding coordinator. And now, the panicked cake-replacer.

      This isn’t my usual job. I moved to the Santa Ynez wine country to get a fresh start after divorcing my cheating husband. They say people cheat for a reason, such as they’re not getting it at home. Right, he was getting it from his flashy, appreciative secretary.

      No, I guess I don’t dress like her. I used to wear a police uniform when I worked for LAPD. I had plenty of excitement chasing gangsters through dark alleys, or kicking in doors to rescue little old ladies who had fallen and couldn’t reach the phone. I had five years of adventures patrolling the streets of Hollywood. Then I met him. He enticed me into getting married and joining him in his insurance business. It lasted four years, until she came along and rocked his world.

      After that, I needed to find myself again, so I moved my two horses up to Los Olivos. I use them to lead trail rides through vineyards and across the top of our golden, summer-time hills. I work as a code enforcement officer three days a week, and I also have a job at Monica’s bakery. She made me part-owner to thank me for helping fight a competitor laundering money through Aquamarine. It sounds like a boat repair shop, but it’s a bakery across the street.

      Anyway, the whole Aquamarine thing turned dangerous when one of the owners threw a Molotov cocktail at Monica’s bakery and then escaped. After a sting operation, the other owner went to jail for money laundering.

      And Freddie—he reappeared from the time I was a drug informant. I thought he had been shot and killed. Apparently he was shot, but someone (the government?) brought him back to work for them. He is tied in with the Aqua people, but he wasn’t arrested, and he knew about the sting, beforehand. He’s kind of sexy—even though he has a shaved head and has loads of tattoos. It’s not my thing. But I think there’s something more to him. He is amazingly brave and tries to keep me safe.

      That’s a good thing, because I tend to get in trouble. It’s a frequent occurrence.

      Back to the fiasco at hand. What is the cake doing on the ground, and how did it get out of the fridge?

      I have 3 1/2 hours to find another wedding cake. The problem is Monica specifically wanted this one. We discussed the flavor, the color, and the style. She is a Swiss trained baker, so I can’t drive to the market to pick up a flat cake from the bakery section. No, that won’t do at all.

      My mind is spinning like a hamster on a wheel. Where can I get a quality cake, instantly?

      Well… If I want quality ingredients—Monica has them in her bakery refrigerator, three miles up the road. Can I make a wedding cake in a few hours? Goodness knows how long it will take me to create one when I’m a more of a microwave and protein-powder girl. But I’ll give it a shot.

      The speed limit is 45 MPH, but I know I can push it to 50 without a ticket. Getting pulled over would slow me down.

      I unlock the back door, flip on the lights and—a wave of fear washes over me. What the hell am I doing in the kitchen, all alone? I take a deep breath on the way to the fridge. I know how to deal with tunnel vision; it takes centering and focus. I can do it. You may think it’s nutty to be like this. But you try recreating a beautiful wedding cake when you are an oaf in the kitchen.

      Ah, one thing that may help is a few sips of Monica’s homemade liqueur. She uses them in fillings for cakes, and actually—everything. I need to get creative and relax. A gulp of Kahlua should help. The coffee will counteract the effect of the alcohol.

      I’m standing in front of the fridge. I’ve just pulled out four loaves of pound-cake. Now what? There’s a container of un-whipped heavy cream. She also has jugs of jams and preserves—and that vast amount of alcohol.

      This could be a new cooking show… 1-Hour Wedding Cakes.

      But in my case… it’s Wedding Cakes for Dummies. I don’t know how to beat heavy cream into fluffy fabulousness. What the hell. I see her do it all the time. I think she turns on the beaters and walks away, then returns a few minutes later when it's magically perfect.

      It looks like my cream separated. The internet is my savior. It tells me I have to do something to cool it down. It seems I shouldn’t have left it out of the fridge while I played stacking games with the pound cake.

      I put the rest of it in the freezer for a few minutes to chill, then I decide how much sugar to add with a touch of brown coloring. The smashed cake had a light brown frosting I’ll try to recreate.

      My cake will have three flavors. I’ll take a cup of Kahlua and pour it on the first. The second will be amaretto, and the third is hazelnut. Fine, that’s settled. We’ll all be drunk on cake.

      Yikes, I have to make frosting pearls and flowers. I don’t have any idea how to do that, but we have beautiful roses growing next to the pasture.

      Everything goes back in the fridge, and I dash out the door. It’s only a few miles home. The ceremony is at 4:00, but I have to be in my summer dress, with the cake, looking like nothing happened. I don’t want Monica to stress out. She’s been holding up great, but between the problems with the arson, the wicked competitors at Aquamarine, and the stress of tying her future to another person… She doesn’t need to know about it until later.

      I’m astounded by my brilliance. I’ll make a cake that looks like a wine barrel on its side. I’ll tuck the roses around the side like it’s lying in a bed of flowers. That will look gorgeous. It’s fitting, since the wedding is at a winery.

      Back at the bakery, with my roses in the sink, I stack the loaves and run a rod through it to keep it from toppling over. We have crazy-sharp knives here. So I carefully shave the ends to round them just a little. If I shave off too much there will be less cake to eat.

      Next, I get the whipped cream smoothed on top. I need to make it look like slats of wood. So I slide a knife along its length. Several parallel lines make it look like a reasonable facsimile. I color the extra cream to steel-gray for the metal bands around the barrel.

      It goes on looking pretty good. Then I take the roses, snip off the stems, and gently tuck them under the cake. Wow, nice. It really does look like a wine barrel in a bed of roses.

      Now, what to do with the other loaf?

      I guess we’ll get drunk on this one too. Monica’s orange liqueur will work. Half a bottle should do the trick. Then I slice it and put it on its own platter with a dollop of cream on each piece. I place the remaining roses around the outside.

      I carefully drive back to Buttonwood. This time, they let me put it in the tasting room fridge. I don’t want it unsupervised. There’s no way I’d have time to make another one. This was a piece of luck that won’t happen again.

      I have ten minutes until Monica arrives. My clothes are in the truck. I’m parked in the lot that’s the off-limits for tasters, so no one sees me pulling off my shirt. In all of five minutes, I’m in my gauzy summer dress. My mascara is touched up, and I’ve twisted my pony tail into a bun.

      I’m stepping out in my flat sandals because I wouldn’t move well in stiletto heels in dirt. Monica wants this to be a summer-casual ceremony. I think I’m dressed perfect for a bridesmaid.

      The horse and carriage are waiting in the shade. I don’t see the driver. She has some explaining to do about her horse and the cake. Of course, it is also a mystery how it got out of the fridge.
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        The oak

      

      I hear a car approaching in the gravel. A quick look, and I see it’s Monica. She parks in her special reserved space.

      Through the car window she looks radiant as she grins and waves.

      The first thing she asks is, “Have you seen Charlie?”

      “No, but I got a text saying he’s up there, waiting for his lovely bride!”

      “We’ve been texting all afternoon. But I’m keeping with tradition and not letting him see me.”

      “You look gorgeous, he’ll be thrilled!”

      It’s a white, off the shoulder dress. She has lace woven through her waved, upswept dark hair. For a feminine look, she left it down at the back. In fact, I’ve never seen it down. She always keeps it braided and secured to her head at work.

      “No veil?”

      “No, it felt like overkill for a second marriage. The lace mimics it without actually having one.”

      “How are you feeling?” She looks calm, but I thought I’d ask. I’d be happy to marry the vet, too!

      “I’m a little tense—just because. But no last minute worries,” she smiles a quick one.

      “Oh good. I’ll text Charlie to let him know you’re here. I told him I would, so he can relax.”

      “Does he think I might run out on him?” She’s horrified.

      “No, it was my idea. I think it calms everyone down. They’ll know we’re on time.”

      “Yes. I am prompt. I don’t like keeping people waiting.”

      “Yeah, me neither.” I glance down at my phone that just vibrated. “Charlie says everyone can’t wait to see you. They’re ready when you are!”

      “Alright, are you ready to do this?” I look at her with an eager expression.

      “Sure am, let’s go!” She links her arm through mine and we almost skip to the waiting carriage.

      Then she tugs me to a stop and looks at me with a panicked expression. “I just got nervous. It hit me like a falling brick. Should I be nervous?”

      “No, no. He’s perfect for you, don’t worry. You get along great, you respect him, and he’s nice to look at too!”

      “I forgot my lines. What do I say after ‘I promise to love you, to cherish and respect you?’ It just vanished.”

      “It’s okay, I have your cue card in my purse, right here.” I unzip my bag and pull it out.

      “Thanks!” She takes it, beginning to read aloud as we continue toward the white Victoria carriage. Her nose is buried in her writing, and she’s missing the beauty of the experience. The white horse is wearing peach-colored flowers like a necklace.

      The driver is sitting in the seat with her back to us, ready to go. The carriage doesn’t have a door, so we step up to the open-air seats. Since Monica isn’t wearing a long gown, I guess the driver didn’t need to assist us—but still, it would have been polite. She slightly turns and waves to us, “Welcome aboard. You’ll have a wedding to remember with Ultimate Carriages.” She clucks to the horse as soon as we’re seated—and our ride begins.

      It briefly pulls Monica out of her attack of nerves. Then, she’s back with her nose in the card as she murmurs her lines.

      It’s a shame to miss this. This is a memory she should treasure. Our ride passes the peach orchard. Each tree is heavy with her favorites. I nudge her and point, “Look, those are your peaches, still ripening.”

      “Pretty,” she sounds distracted, and looks down at her notes again.

      “Hey, we’re not doing this. Give it to me,” I reach over with my palm up.

      “What do you mean?” She looks confused.

      “You’re missing a great part of your wedding. The carriage ride is like an appetizer before the main course. Don’t be so concerned about what you’re going to say. Read from the card during the ceremony and enjoy this part. If you haven’t memorized it now, you won’t. It’s the adrenaline messing you up.”

      It’s like I’m in on a tour bus all alone.

      She sighs and releases her cue card to me. I tuck it back into my shoulder bag.

      “Alright. I’ll read it, but it won’t be perfect. I was busy last night. I had to make four pound-cakes for a retirement party.”

      Huh, she’ll soon find out she made the cakes for her own wedding. I’ll tell her later.

      The carriage rolls toward her future life, passing through the winery’s garden.

      “Look at all these herbs, and acres of fresh spices, right here.” I point to the peppermint, thyme, and a few others.

      The horse ambles along to the tomatoes. That perks her up. “Their vegetable gardens are amazing. I know how hard it is to make mine grow in pots.” There are row after row of summer vegetables and heirloom tomatoes. Mmm, purple ones, striped pink ones, and the little yellow ones. I don’t even have a tomato in a pot. Maybe I should get one.

      There’s a wide path between the tomatoes and the flower garden. It’s used for their tractor to load the harvest. There’s plenty of room for our carriage. But oh no—she just turned the horse way before she should, and now we’re smashing hundreds of yellow tomatoes beneath our wheels.

      “Oops—oh well,” the driver laughs and tugs on the reins a bit.

      Monica looks at me with her mouth open. “I could turn a carriage better and I don’t know horses.”

      I raise my voice to the driver on her perch, “How long have you been driving?”

      She cracks up with laughter and admits, “This is my first time. I can’t believe how well I’m doing.”

      Monica whispers, “Who did you hire?”

      “I didn’t hire her, Charlie did. The horse is one of his clients. He told me he’s giving her a credit on future veterinary services.”

      “I didn’t realize it was so hard to control a carriage,” she whispers to me as the horse steps to the right—causing us to roll over plant after plant of the big, beefsteak variety.

      The driver is up there muttering to herself. I hear “Stupid horse,” among other things.

      Is the horse blind—or is the driver drunk? Maybe she was wine tasting while I was making the wedding cake. Maybe she drove over the original cake because she’s drunk, but that doesn’t explain how the cake was on the ground in the first place.

      I’m trying to enjoy the scenery, the company, and the perfect day… but this driver is an idiot.

      “Can you steer the horse a bit to the left, so she doesn’t smash the plants?” I carefully suggest.

      “Maybe you would like to come up here,” she snaps back. “It’s not as easy as it looks.”

      Monica leans over to whisper, “It doesn’t look easy. Are horses always this hard to control?”

      “No. I wonder if she’s drunk.”

      “Does that make the ride dangerous?” she looks alarmed.

      “Well, all we’re doing is walking. It seems alright.”

      Until we get part way up the sloping hill. It’s not that steep, but the horse is having a hard time pulling the carriage. I wonder if she should have begun at a trot to get a rolling start. We’re creeping closer to the right side—the side with a shallow canyon filled with oaks. I’m tempted to get out and walk to lighten the load by 135 pounds. The horse is taking step after ponderous step, and the carriage is pulling against her shoulders each time.

      “Should I get out to make it easier?” I shout to the front.

      “No, you’re alright. I’ll make her go faster.” She slaps the reins on the horse’s back like they do in movies. The mare presses forward.

      We finally make it to the top and sigh in relief.

      “Let’s get you to the church on time,” the nut sings.

      There’s the pond ahead of us. Grand oaks are shading the guests in their white chairs as they turn to applaud our arrival.

      The driver thinks it’s time to show off. “Giddy up, horse!” She gets up from her seat and jerks the reins, smacking the mare on her back time and again. The horse seems to understand the need for speed, and suddenly she’s racing with the wind in her mane.

      “What are you doing?” I shout, safely seated, as the carriage bounces over a few ruts.

      “Don’t want to be late, do you?”

      “Brides are supposed to be late,” I shout back. “Slow down.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do. This is my game,” she smacks the horse a couple more times.

      We’re racing toward the crowd. They’re standing now and are moving around like they’ve noticed something is wrong.

      We’re headed straight for the pond. The driver is pushing the horse at a gallop. It slows and hesitates at the water’s edge, then veers sharply to the right. That move kept the entire carriage from going in, but the left wheel is churning up sprays of water.

      “Jump out when you get a chance!” I shout to Monica.

      The hill is unbalancing my side of the carriage, and we’re almost tipping over. I’m trying to weight my side to keep it upright.

      Monica takes that opportunity to stand and jump into the water. It’s on her side, and looks like an easy escape from this madness.

      She lands far enough away not to get run over. The horse turns and we’re out of the pond and racing back the way we came. I can’t jump out, it’s too late. And now the horse is running on her own—the driver has no control. She’s pulling frantically on the reins.

      “Whoa, whoa, stupid horse,” she shrieks.

      The mare is running full speed toward home… which is down the hill with that canyon. It’s a little canyon, unless you’re galloping out of control, then it’s grand.

      I’ll help stop the horse. The carriage is pretty light and is fish-tailing like an unbalanced trailer. I crawl to the top seat and push at the driver to let me take over.

      That is a mistake.

      “What the hell are you doing? I’m driving. Get back there!” She shoves me back, nearly knocking me off the carriage as it goes airborne over a rut.

      I’m clawing to find something solid to save myself from falling under the spinning wheels. I grab hold of the seatback and pull myself from disaster.

      “Steer the horse to the right, away from the hill!” I shout.

      “I don’t need your advice,” she screeches.

      We’re going too fast for me to jump out. The horse will probably fall going downhill. She’ll break a leg, and it isn’t her fault the stupid woman is drunk.

      What can I use to get her off the seat? I’m holding on with a death-grip. There are seat cushions, flowers, and… I look down. Maybe I can use my purse strap to pull her down.

      I grip it at both ends and then stand up to her level. I momentarily let go of the seat and flip it over her head, letting it settle around her neck. I lean back with all my weight and pull her backward off her perch. She almost tumbles onto me, but I’m gripping the metal seat. She just landed upside down on the floor.

      I wiggle my way up there, staying as low as possible so I don’t bounce out. I crouch down in the driver’s foot-rest area. Fortunately, the reins are long enough that they didn’t fall out and drag under the galloping hooves.

      I lean back and pull, and try to say ‘whoa’ without sounding stressed. The mare is running scared, she isn’t slowing at all. There’s the turn ahead for the downgrade. She’s cutting the corner… and we’re about to run over a PVC fertilization tank. Oh shit! It’ll flip the carriage.

      Wham, we hit it. The irrigation line jarred the crap out of us, but we’re still upright! Water is spraying everywhere; it’s catching on the breeze and hitting me. Ugh, it smells like fish.

      The mare is smarter than she looks. She is slowing for the corner, and the down-grade. She’s breaking into a trot, and I keep pulling the reins. “It’s ok, slow down. Whoa, good girl.”  She slows more and starts walking.

      “Aghhhhhh,” comes a wail from behind me. The woman leaps on my back. The horse bolts in fear down the canyon, with the carriage behind her. I’m trying to stay on board, but… The driver just punched me in the head.

      My vision goes blurry, my ears are ringing, and I can feel myself wobbling and unable to stay upright.

      The carriage smashes into a tree, and I feel myself flying.
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        * * *

      

      I’m lying on my back. I hear voices. I haven’t opened my eyes. Will I open them to the white light of heaven—or maybe it’s the overhead light in an operating room?

      I take a tentative breath and slowly crack them open to focus on an oak tree with green moss hanging down. Huh, that’s a nice sight. The voices are coming closer.

      “Jess, are you alright?” A worried man’s voice.

      I’m lying in the grass—my head hurts. I feel foggy. I don’t feel much of anything else.

      I open my eyes again, and see faces clustered around, peering down. I’m still under the mossy oak. That’s nice, but the sun is in my eyes.

      “Are you alright?” It’s Charlie—he sounds concerned.

      How nice to see my veterinarian. It’s so much nicer than a doctor with a surgical mask. See, it goes to show, horse people trust their vets. Oh, I’m drifting away again.

      “Jess, Jess, can you hear me?” Another voice pulls me back.

      I barely crack my eyes open to see a handsome face. He looks familiar.

      “We called the ambulance. Can you move?” he asks.

      “Don’t have her move… she may be paralyzed,” someone harshly whispers.

      “Don’t move. But can you move?” The handsome man asks again.

      What nice brown eyes. I feel myself coming back. My head feels like a sledge hammer hit it. My brain hurts.

      “She’s in pain, see how she’s squinting…”

      Yeah, my head hurts like hell. That bitch punched me.

      Oh yes, that’s right. Then the wagon ran into the tree. I remember it. I guess my head is alright. How about the rest of me? I kind of hurt. My leg hurts. Not a lot, just some. I’m analyzing my body parts to make sure they’re working.

      “Can you hear me?” Charlie and the handsome man are in view.

      I don’t feel like answering. My eyes close.

      “No, don’t let her close her eyes. She may have brain damage,” a woman’s panicked voice.

      I struggle to answer, just to put them at ease. But I keep them closed. “I hear you,” I whisper.

      “Thank God,” several voices echo.
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      I take a deep breath, groan and move my shoulders. That gets their attention.

      “She can move, look.” More whispers.

      I wonder if my legs are paralyzed. I’d better muster up the energy to find out. It will put everyone at ease. I feel my foot. Yeah, I feel both of them. Can I wiggle it—yes, I can.

      “Oh, she moved her foot!”  “But her eyes are closed. Can she talk?” “Yes, she did a few minutes ago.” “I hear the ambulance coming.” “They’ll know what to do.” “Don’t you think we should straighten her dress?”  “No, we’ve seen underwear before. We don’t want to hurt her.”

      Oh great, my pale thigh fat is showing. I’d better fix my dress.

      I keep my eyes closed, but my hand seems to move of its own accord to the fabric twisted around my waist. I can’t get it loose.

      “Jess, don’t worry about your dress. Keep still.” That’s Charlie’s voice.

      I feel the weight of fabric settling over my legs. I squint against the sun and there’s that handsome man, now—without a shirt. He certainly is toned, and has smooth, naturally tanned skin. But, as I focus, I see his arms are tattooed.

      “Why did you ruin your gorgeous body with tattoos?” I mutter.

      “I think she’s back.”

      “Each one has a story,” he says—with Freddie’s voice.

      “Freddie?” My eyes focus on his face. He looks different. Again.

      He smiles at me. Yes, that’s him. He changed again. He looks almost middle class. Well, he did before removing his dress shirt. Now he looks like a rogue, and I’m not sure what that means. But he looks great. Kind of intriguing, but not dangerous. What a flat stomach. And shoulders!

      I’m staring. But that’s okay. Everyone is thrilled I’m alive. I can blame it on my head trauma. But really, I’m reassessing this man—since I’m here, under the oaks, and have nothing else to do. And he’s in my direct line of sight.

      He just smiled at me. It’s been three weeks since I’ve seen him. His hair has grown. He’s no longer bald. He looks like a marine. Look how his pants are belted against his toned belly. Hmm, I like men in uniform.

      I mean, I like handsome men in uniform. He isn’t in uniform. Wait, I don’t even know if he’s a crook. He was hanging around with the Aquamarine bakery criminals. But he did warn us about the police raid, and he didn’t warn his criminal friends. There’s more to him than he’s letting on.

      He’s looking at me, and I’m looking at him.

      “Where is Heather? He leans down and quietly asks.

      “I haven’t seen her for weeks.”

      “I tracked her car. She’s here somewhere. Who was driving the carriage?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t see the woman’s face, come to think of it.”

      “She’s around here. I’ll go find her,” he reaches out and softly touches my cheek, then sprints down the canyon.

      “Your eyes seem fine,” Charlie muses.

      “I’m coming around.”

      “You should keep still and wait for the ambulance.”

      “You’re probably right.” But I have no intention of staying flat on my back.

      I roll to my side, and get my elbow under me, then prop myself up. I see Freddie jump over a log. Wow, he was hiding that body under his shirt. Damn.

      “If you insist on getting up, I’ll help you,” Charlie says again.

      “OK.”

      Between the two of us, I get to my feet, and lean against his strong form. He’s used to dealing with 1500-pound horses, so I’m not a problem.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Not great. The right side of my head hurts where she punched me.” Ouch, it hurts when I press on it.

      I hear the ambulance shut down their siren. I guess they’re coming to look me over.

      “Did you call the police too?”

      “Yeah, everyone’s coming.”

      “I wonder if it was Heather. If Freddie finds her, I’ll be able to identify her by her back. Plus she’ll be dirty after the carriage wreck. Oh… I’m afraid to ask, but how is the horse?”

      “She’s fine. She’s grazing at the bottom of the hill.” He points to the white mare with her harness trailing on the ground. “The carriage smashed into the tree, but she’s fine.”

      “I remember trying to stop her,” my eyes slowly take in the smashed carriage. Oh dear. But the mare is safe, that’s what matters.

      The ambulance motors along the farm road and parks at the top of the hill. My little crowd helps me walk to them. I’m feeling slightly better. Moving is bringing me back to the land of the living.

      “Whew, you stink like a fishery!” The young EMT quickly steps back.

      “What?” I stop and notice the stench. “Is that me?”

      Charlie and the others make affirmative noises. I can’t believe it, and he let me lean against him. The poor man! Why do I smell like rotten fish? Or maybe just regular fish, but lots of it.

      A vineyard worker steps up and points to the tank we ran over. “We use a fish emulsion fertilizer. There was some left when it sprayed out.”

      Yuck. “I’m sorry!” I guess someone’s insurance will be paying for the damage.

      Two men in blue jump-suits guide me to the open back doors of their ambulance.

      “Sit down. Can you tell me where you hurt?” he asks in a well-used tone.

      I get my blood pressure taken. The other asks my name, the date and time, and if I know where I am. This one looks at my pupils. I have to track his finger in front of my face from one side to the other. The note taker writes the results on his clipboard.

      The therapeutic one reaches for a bottle of saline and begins to dab at my scraped arms and legs. My gaze follows the saline. Now I see why my legs hurt. I have twigs sticking in me. Ouch. I’m feeling faint as my multiple injuries compound.

      “Well, what do you think?” I hate the way they are mute while checking me over. Feedback, please!

      “We suggest you see your physician. Your pupils are equal and reactive, but you blacked out for a few seconds. You could have a mild concussion. You may want to get a CT scan,” he replies with the usual advice.

      “My head hurts from her fist. But I feel alright other than that. I can’t miss the wedding—so I’ll worry about it later.”

      One of the EMT’s hands me a clean gurney sheet. “It isn’t glamorous, but you’re welcome to wear this if you don’t want to smell like a fisherman.”

      Huh, another white sheet. This will be my third sheet, or is it the forth?

      Thanks, I’ll see if I can make it look elegant.”

      They pack up their bags, slam the back doors of the ambulance—just like they do on TV, and motor away.

      A single police car passes them on the dirt road and pulls to a stop in front of our little group.

      My thoughts drift off in a scrambled pattern. I blink a few times and wait to return to reality.

      I wonder if Freddie has found Heather, or whoever he tracked driving her car. If I weren’t so weak, I’d go help him look. But I’m not a good fist fighter, plus she’s had a hell of a head start. Realistically, I’m only now getting my balance. Or am I?

      Monica just arrived. She’s soaking wet, her hair has algae in it, and her make up is running. Her pretty sandals are muddy from the walk from the pond.

      Charlie doesn’t seem fazed. “How’s my beautiful mermaid?” he croons as he dashes over.

      That’s the sweetest thing he could say to the poor girl in her ruined dress.

      “This will be a wedding to remember, that’s for sure,” Monica replies with a grimace. She’s making the best of it.

      We’re all clustered around her. It’s hard to tell her she looks fabulous, but she does look unique.

      “Do you want to speak with the officer now?” Someone asks, and stands aside for the deputy.

      It’s Ken.

      “Hi, I’m glad you’re working today.” It’s nice to see him while I try to return to normal.

      “I received a call about a stolen horse and carriage. What happened?” He looks from me, looking dirty and covered with leaves, to Monica who is soaked and muddy.

      Ten people start answering at once. He’s looking from one to the other. He settles on me and holds up his hands for quiet.

      “The carriage driver kidnapped us, then crashed the carriage and ran down the gully. That was probably 20 minutes ago?” I look around for confirmation on the time. “Someone is searching for her, but hasn’t returned. Can you help?” I’m still foggy, but willing to search. But maybe not. I’m not sure how far I can get with this pounding head. My energy is starting to fade.

      “Give me a description, I’ll start the search.” He requests another unit and an air unit.

      Everyone who can describe her, does so. He broadcasts it. “You said someone is looking for the suspect?”

      “Yeah. One of the wedding guests. He’s shirtless.” I point to the last place he was seen. “He took off in that direction. Other than the gully, there’s a winery at the top of the hill.”

      And I still have his physique burned into my consciousness. He was here, again. He seems to be around to help—a lot.

      “I’ll go take a look. Will you direct the other deputies to the winery?”

      “Sure.”

      He jogs to his car, then drives slowly past us. He steps on the gas—stirring up the dust enroute to the rustic wood building.

      “How about we get back to our plans?” Charlie looks at everyone to see if we’re in agreement.

      “Yes, let the wedding continue!”

      As our group moves forward, with Monica and Charlie in the lead, I see her tug him to a stop. She turns around with her arm out for me to join them. She’s soaked, so am I, plus I smell like fish. Yes, it will be a wedding to remember.

      Three other sheriff’s units pull up. One of our group waves them on and points to the winery on the hill. They’ve been in radio contact with Ken, so they know the general location.

      I’ll let them do their thing. I’m not in any condition to play cop. Plus, this is Monica’s day, and I need to do my part for my friend.

      We top the rise and head down to the pond to friends and family. There will be a lot of the questions, but I’m focusing on trudging along, placing one foot in front of the other. I won’t create a scene by collapsing.

      Monica squeezes me a little tighter. It’s nice to have her holding me up. In fact, I think she’s doing a lot of it.

      “Do you need to stop?” she whispers to me.

      “No. I’m fine. This is your day.” Carry on England, or something like that, per Winston Churchill.

      “Let me know. It’s not worth killing you,” she tries a small, light-hearted joke.

      “You’re funny, thanks!”

      Charlie takes the stage for a few minutes. He explains it’s probably Heather, their former employee turned into a wacko; the carriage ride, and why the police are on scene at their wedding. And why the helicopter is circling overhead, making it hard to hear.

      He’s an amazing man. He is a natural people person. He is likable and good hearted. He showed me a side I haven’t seen before. He isn’t a man to stand up and grab attention. But, when warranted, he confidently fills that role.

      The air unit zips away a short while later. It’s heading west, going to check on something else, and leave us in peace.

      The ceremony is ready to begin, in an impromptu fashion. Monica whispers something to Charlie. He hurries to get a chair and places it next to where the bride will be standing, for me. He gets another for the best man so it looks even. Charlie nods to me and indicates that I should sit.

      Do I look that bad? I feel like hell, I must look like it too. I gratefully take a seat. The music begins. Monica walks down the center aisle. She’s still damp, but she rubbed off her black mascara lines. Someone helped her pull her hair back. Instead of wispy and waved, she has it sleek and elegant. Her dress is drying into a summary crinkled-cotton. She’s making it work!

      I, on the other hand, am having a hard time sitting upright. My ears are ringing, and I reek of fish. I’m trying to look invisible, but I’m breathing long draws of oxygen to keep focused.

      They’re going with the traditional Here Comes the Bride music. It’s a happy beginning, for a future that holds great promise. As usual, my blue eyes are rimmed with red.

      Monica begins walking down the white fabric in her muddy sandals. In spite of this, she looks radiant. She has set aside the drama of a while ago and is in the moment. She steps up to Charlie, he takes her arm, and the service begins.

      I feel myself drifting off, but I dig deep and keep a smile on my face, even as my brain fogs. I hear her words coming clearly from her heart. She’s reciting them without a fumble.

      He does. She does. They do. The music begins again, and the new husband and wife walk together into their new life.

      The best man stands and comes toward me with his arm out. This means I have to pull myself together. I take a few breaths and stagger to my feet. He takes my arm, then looks at me quickly. I must have sagged against him. We wraps his arm around me and whispers, “You only have to make it thirty feet.”

      The guests are looking at us as they wait to file out of their row. I feel a couple of friendly pats on my shoulder. I know I’m smiling, but it may be more of a grimace. I hear a lady say, “She looks so pale — poor dear.”

      I keep going until I’m directed to a seat. “Do you need a doctor?” Nikki looks concerned.

      “Maybe she needs water, it’s pretty hot now.” A bottle is opened and raised to my lips.

      I take a gulp. Then another few. It tastes wonderful. I end up finishing the whole thing. My ears stop ringing a few minutes later. My vision is clearing. I wonder if I have low blood sugar. I didn’t eat this morning, I was too busy. Plus I knew I’d be eating a lot at the reception, so I’m saving my calories.

      “Is it possible to get something to eat?” I ask.

      “Sure, sit tight, I’ll go look,” Nikki dashes off

      Oh no, I don’t want to be the center of attention, but Monica and Charlie are bending down in front of me. “We’re getting you something from the caterer.”

      Monica pulls up a chair right next to me with another bottle. “Here, drink this. It’s Gatorade,” she puts it in my hand. “I know this isn’t your drink of choice, but see if it helps.”

      I take a few gulps. It tastes good, in spite of being so blue.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Better, thanks.” I actually do feel better. I’m not just saying it. Hopefully that means it’s not a stroke coming on.
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      Nikki hurries back with a brownie. “Eat this. If it doesn’t help, nothing will,” she proclaims.

      I take a small bite. Mmm, it’s delicious. I keep taking decent-sized bites until it’s gone. Between this, and the blue water, I’m feeling better by the second. I have enough energy to smile a real one, not a fake attempt.

      A police car drives down from the winery. The gathering separates to allow Ken and another deputy to pass through.

      They look at Monica and me, “Is this what the carriage driver was wearing?” Ken holds up a black vest covered with dirt. He turns it around to show the monogram on the front is “Ultimate Carriage Rides.”

      “That looks like it. Where was it?”

      “Stuffed in a canoe leaning against the building.” He looks at it. “She’s gone now. We searched the area. Can you give me a better description?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t get a good look at her face.” Freddie said he tracked Heather’s car here. “It may be Heather from the bakery.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “A friend put a tracking device on her car. He told me it was parked down by the tasting room.”

      Ken scowls. “What friend—you didn’t feel the need to tell me earlier?”

      “Well, I…” I can’t think of a good reply.

      “She was thrown off a runaway carriage. What do you think?!” Monica jumps in.

      His expression says he’s backing off, like a smart man.

      “Okay. So what about this Heather-person?”

      “She’s with Aquamarine; the bakery who was involved in the raid. She has it in for Monica. This could be her handiwork.”

      “Come to think of it, the driver did sound like Heather. I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention. I was concerned about remembering my vows,” she looks a bit flustered.

      “It’s okay, who would have thought Heather would be here?”

      “Isn’t Charlie’s client the owner of the carriage rides?” I see him with the others. “There he is, let’s ask him.”

      Monica hurries over and brings him back.

      “Yes, my client owns the business. She confirmed our schedule last night. I don’t know who drives the horse, I thought she did.”

      “Maybe she hired Heather, or maybe Heather hit her on the head and stole the ride?”

      Ken thinks that’s possible. He gets on the radio and requests the additional deputies search the area around the horse trailer.

      A few minutes later, I hear it over the police radio loud and clear, “We found a female victim tied up in the shed.”

      “Ask her to describe the suspect. Is she the owner of the carriage ride?” Ken requests.

      The reply, “Roger, she owns the horse. The suspect is described as a female, white, brown hair, 5’6”, 140, mid-thirties, wearing a white blouse and magician’s top hat.”

      “That sounds like her.”

      The radio squawks again, “The victim just remembered—the suspect has a slight mustache.”

      Monica shrieks, “That’s her—that’s her! She ruined my wedding.”

      Charlie pulls her to him and wraps her in an intense kiss. A moment later he says, “She didn’t ruin anything!”

      How sweet. And the guests feel the same way. “Hear-hear!”

      “Jess, will you come speak with the other victim?” Ken requests.

      I look at Monica, “I’ll be back. While I’m there, I’ll bring the cake.” I feel much better; it must have been a lack of food. Sugar is miraculous.

      I still have the sheet in my hand. As we’re approaching his unit he sniffs my odor, “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but will you spread that over the seat?”

      “Yeah, I know—I reek, but I’ve gotten used to it.”

      “You’re still cute,” he chuckles.

      We drive down the hill, passing the carriage, smashed into the big oak. The left side is smashed and the wheel is torn off. They’re obviously not made for impact.

      “This is a quite a hill, you’re lucky you didn’t get killed,” he muses.

      “Hell yeah!” I envision the horse tripping and the carriage flipping. This was a close call.

      “If the suspect is Heather, we need to know what car she’s driving. Do you have that info?”

      “I originally put a GPS tracker on it. Then a friend did too. He told me she was here.”

      “Why is he following her?”

      “He’s uh. Well,” I stall. “He’s keeping an eye out for me—I suppose.”

      “You’re not telling me the whole story.”

      “No, I guess not. He’s a friend who is looking out for me by watching for her.” That sounds fair.

      “He’s the guy who told you about the task force,” he states.

      “Right.” I leave it at that.

      It’s a quiet drive past the squashed tomatoes and the flower fields. He parks next to the horse trailer. The white mare is tied there, looking unscathed. The victim is sitting in the shade. The other deputy is standing in front of her, with his notepad, getting her story. So this is what the real driver looks like. She’s tall and thin and has her dark hair in a neat bun. She looks nothing like Heather.

      I don’t see Freddie’s BMW, nor is Heather’s car in sight. Where are they? Did he find her?

      “Do you see the suspect’s car?” Ken inquires.

      “No. I’ll see if she parked up front.” I slowly head in that direction, thinking he can come along if he wants. He does, because if the car is there he’ll need to impound it, and search for evidence.

      “It isn’t here.”

      We quietly walk back. He already has my side of the story for his report. He isn’t saying much. I’m sure he’s feeling left out because he knows I’m not telling him the whole story about Freddie. Oh well. He seems to be a day late… Or, more realistically, an hour late. Ken is always an hour late.

      We head back to the victim. Thankfully, she isn’t badly hurt. Heather likes to fight. Sue had finished hitching up the horse on the far side of the trailer. Heather came up to her asking about carriage rentals. When she stopped to tell her about the service, Heather punched her in the jaw, knocking her flying backward. While she was on the ground, bleary eyed, her hands were bound. She was wrenched to her feet and marched into the empty room.

      She was shoved down, gagged, and tied up.

      “She said if I tried to get away she’d come back and kill me,” her voice quivers.

      “And that’s the last you saw of her?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why was your horse hitched up so early? And, how did the cake get run over?” I query.

      “I wanted to exercise Spice. I bought her a few months ago, and she has a lot of energy. There are so many trails, I thought it would be perfect to do some training.”

      “And the cake?”

      “I don’t know anything about a cake. What do you mean?”

      “Monica’s cake was driven over by your carriage. It must have been Heather.”

      “I didn’t drive over it, I swear.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean you did. I mean the suspect must have seen it delivered. She got it from the fridge and drove the carriage over it after tying you up.”

      Ken catches my eye and wiggles his fingers. There may be prints on the refrigerator handle. I don’t remember if she wore gloves or not. They’ll have the print team go over everything.

      “I’m sorry about your carriage. I’m afraid it smashed into a tree. I was trying to stop your horse when the suspect punched me and I lost control.” I take a breath, “I’m glad you’re okay, too.” I feel guilty. The poor lady had nothing to do with this. Heather followed us here, and she got caught up in the nastiness.

      “Is this your vest?” Ken holds up the black vest.

      “Yes, it was in the trailer.”

      So that’s how Heather was able to drive Monica and me to the ceremony.

      I can see Heather escaping. She had a head start. But Freddie left too. I still have his shirt. I think I left it on the chair.

      “I’m going to sit in my truck for a few minutes. I have to bring the cake to the reception.”

      “I have all I need,” he looks at me with his eyebrows raised. As he walks me to my truck he asks, “I’ll call you tomorrow?”

      “That would be nice.” I try to infuse a little emotion.

      By way of a goodbye, his finger touches my cheek, then opens my door. When I’ve settled, he clicks the lock and closes the door for me. I tilt it back and close my eyes. Whew, finally I can relax. I text Charlie. He replies they’re getting started with the appetizers. I set my alarm to deliver the cake on time, especially after all my work.

      A granola bar and a bottle of water will help, for now. I take a long swig, a bite of the bar, swallow, and drift off.
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      An hour later my phone chimes. It’s warm in the truck, and the fish smell has been locked in. I’m not going home for a change of clothes. I have an extra t-shirt on the back seat. I’ll use that and make the sheet into a toga/dress. It smells somewhat fishy, but not nearly as bad as the one I’m wearing.

      I don’t know how to make a nice looking toga. In the past, I wrapped them around myself like a beach towel. The wonders of the internet answers my quandary. “How to turn a sheet into a toga.”

      Oh, this looks nice. I won’t even need the t-shirt underneath. YouTube demonstrates it in 2 minutes: Fold the sheet in half. Pass one corner behind your back and up to your left shoulder. The right one comes up the front, to the same shoulder. Voila, you’re a sexy goddess.

      What the hell?

      I’m playing this stupid video for the third time. My off-the-shoulder look is nowhere close to what I’m watching. It doesn’t help that I’m sitting in the truck, but I can’t make it do anything except bunch up and look messy.

      Now I’m frustrated. I don’t want it tied in a wadded up mess around my neck at the front. I want it elegantly flowing over my left shoulder, like in the video. I’ll even settle for a piece of blue bailing twine instead of a golden string around my waist.

      OK, I think I have it. But, hell—the sheet is crumpled and looks stupid. The video music is driving me nuts. Shut up. The demonstration girl is smiling, like it’s easy—but it isn’t. And stop smiling.

      So much for looking sexy. I’m a frump. Now I’m agitated, and my head hurts. I’m hungry too.

      I head for the tasting room to get the cake. Hopefully it’s safe and didn’t get smashed by a bottle of wine someone may have shoved in to cool.

      Yes, they’re looking at me. I’m getting lots of looks. No, it’s not because of my loveliness. Nope, not at all. The room is full of tasters. When one person looks and stops talking, the rest do, one by one.

      Talk about making an entrance. I just did. I think my hair still smells fishy, too. I have a few options: I can smile like I know the problem. Or, I can pretend I know nothing about it—like the Emperor’s New Clothes.

      I go with option three—I say, “My dress got ruined, and the reception is in five minutes.”

      Michelle gets the unharmed cake from their fridge and places it on the counter. It doesn’t look as good as I thought when I finished frosting it. Oh well, we’ll all get smashed on the decadent amount of liqueur.

      I carefully lay it on the passenger seat and motor up the dirt road to the pond. The carriage is still there, smashed into the tree, but poor Sue has already loaded up her big horse and left. I don’t blame her. She had a lousy day.

      The wedding party is in full swing. The caterer set the round tables in the shade. The chairs from the ceremony are being used for the dinner. Most everyone is sitting, but Monica and Charlie are making the rounds.

      The caterer’s table has the hot trays. I’m starving, I can’t wait to try something!

      Monica dashes up with Charlie in tow. She’s eager to see her cake. I mean, she’s eager to see the cake she thinks she ordered. Ugh. I’ll have to explain the carriage wheel incident.

      I pull it out, turn around, and here she is…

      “Huh, it certainly is rustic,” she observes. “This isn’t exactly what I described,” she looks at me.

      “Yeah—the real one got run over by the carriage a few hours ago. I made this myself.” I try to look encouraging.

      Charlie jumps in, “It’s beautiful, isn’t it, sweetie?” He squeezes his new bride’s shoulder.

      “I’m sure you’ll like the flavor. I used a LOT of liqueur on the pound cakes you had in the fridge.”

      “Is this supposed to be a wine barrel on its side?” She inquires.

      “Yes, I’m glad you see that. See, it’s resting in the roses—isn’t that nice?” Just go along with it.

      “Well,” she emotionally picks herself up, “Let’s see how it tastes.”

      I flick a look at Charlie, he gives a thumbs-up. Like he can’t see anything wrong with it. Thank you!

      I move the cake to its special table then head over to see what’s left of the meal.

      Monica and Charlie do the cake cutting, thankfully without playfully mushing it into each other’s face. I always wonder if someone will do that, though I only saw it happen once, a long time ago. The caterer comes to slice and divide my creation into individual pieces. I make sure I’m the first in line.

      Monica steps over to me, “This is pretty good. You used a lot of chocolate liqueur.”

      “Yes, I did.” I leave it at that. What more can I say. I pick up the plate and take a bite.

      “Huh, it’s good, though it may have a little too much Kahlua,” I muse.

      “The cream is good, you managed to make it light.”

      “I watched a video, twice, and had to re-chill it. What a nightmare. I was terrified the whole time.”

      She shakes her head. “I appreciate your effort—I really do. I can’t believe we pulled this together with all the problems.”

      The good news is there are several ladies on diets. I get a second piece, this one is amaretto, and it’s good with the whipped cream. It’s sweet, and the alcohol is beginning to affect me. I think that’s good—all the alcoholics will be thrilled.

      In fact, I hear a lot of compliments. They don’t know I made it, and that I don’t know anything about baking. Monica’s home-made liqueur is a great hit.

      “This is the best wedding cake—ever!” a guest comes up to Charlie and slaps him on the back.

      Monica looks at me with a grin and whispers, “Congratulations, you did it!”
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      The wedding went well, in spite of everything Aquamarine threw at us. I wonder if it was Heather acting on her own, or if her step-mother, Alana, had a hand in it.

      I’m leaving early for work. I need to pick up Freddie’s shirt from Buttonwood. With everything going on, I left it on the picnic table at the pond. Half of us went down to the tasting room and had a private tasting with the winemaker. She was entertaining and made it understandable because she explained her process in laymen’s terms. We had a great time, and it was after 8:00 when we finished. Then I took a nap in my truck to recover.

      Anyhow, that’s my excuse about forgetting about it until last night at 2:30, when I woke and started to panic. I motor along the dirt road, past the carriage that’s still there. The poor thing. It looks abandoned and lonely.

      Whew, there’s the white cotton draped across a bench. I park and dash over. It smells faintly of fish, from being spread across my legs. But it also has a hint of cologne. Wow, I’m not sure I’ve smelled cologne on him before.

      Holding it up for inspection, I examine the front pocket. Darn, it’s empty.

      But, oh—here’s a faded dry cleaning tag at the hem. I wonder if I can find him by this number. I hold it up to my nose once more, then hop in the cab and drive the rest of the way to Solvang.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a busy day for code enforcement. There’s a beer festival in Buellton, and traffic is heavy coming through town. I don’t have a minute to call any dry cleaners to find out about their marking system. Finally at 5:00, I’m done. Both mentally and work-wise.

      There are two cleaners in Solvang, and three in Lompoc. They all close at 6:30. That gives the working man time to drop off his shirts on the way home.

      I call Solvang first. I have to ask about their tags. The first one is an easy answer, the second is too busy and doesn’t know. They don’t clean on the premises, the tags are put on and removed by the cleaning company. This girl has no idea what they look like. I’ll have to go in to see. I’ll do it now since I don’t have time to go to Lompoc.

      I dash out the door, drive a mile, find parking, and hurry into the cleaners.

      “Hi, I called about the tags.” I hurriedly pull out the shirt and show her the hem. “Is this your tag?”

      She looks at it for a moment, “No. But would you like it cleaned—it smells.”

      “Yeah, I know… like fish. No thanks.” I head out the door. I’m not depressed—yet. I still have Lompoc.

      Freddie, where are you?

      Does he still have the GPS on my truck? I wonder if I can bring him out of hiding if I go somewhere out of the ordinary.

      Damn. Now what? I could stake out the condos in Lompoc where he used to go at night. Or, I could watch the hotel, here in town, where Alana stayed—Heather may be there with her. I’d ask at the front desk but they won’t tell me. I can’t come up with a good enough reason for them to release their private information. The police probably already know it.

      I just got an idea. Rick Shay, the arson investigator, will know. I wonder if he’ll let me do a little checking on my own. I give him a call and it rings through to voice mail.

      “Hi Rick, it’s Jess Wilcox. Heather, your arsonist, struck again yesterday at Buttonwood Winery. She punched me in the head as we fought for control of the wedding carriage. It crashed, Heather got away, and I have a headache.” I pause to let him absorb that. “Can you tell me where Alana lives? Heather may go to her house. Thanks, bye.”

      The sheriffs want to find Heather too, but I think I’ll have better luck getting the info from Rick. In fact, he’s my best bet. He’s a fireman, they love everyone. Maybe he’ll be happy to help me find her. The police are so uptight about rules and regulations. There’s no chance of getting any info from them.

      I need to get this resolved, and I’d like to find Freddie. Yeah, he’s stimulating my interest. Each time I see him he’s different. He always changes his look. He adds or loses facial and head hair, and adds or loses muscle. If I were out of the U.S. I’d wonder if he was in the CIA. I know he isn’t that, but he is definitely more than he’s letting on.

      I don’t want to blow whatever he’s doing, and I can’t sneak around worth a darn. My truck is a diesel Ford dually. And I’m not exactly invisible, being tall and blond. But I could wear a wig; I wore one when Nikki and I were following her cheating husband. Yes… that’s what I’ll do. I’ll get those wigs, change my look, and go a-hunting.
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        * * *

      

      “So it started with wanting to find out who and what Freddie is, but it’s turning into a quest to track down Heather and her step-mother,” I explain.

      “It doesn’t sound safe,” Nikki worries.

      “I’ll hang back and call the police as soon as I find her. I won’t get into a confrontation.”

      “It sounds like a dumb idea to me. But I’d also like to know who Freddie is. He saved me from the two gunmen. I like his tattoos too. He looks like a dangerous type, but he’s working for the good-guys.” She hesitates, “Unless you’re interested—I don’t want to step in your territory,” she adds.

      “I’m intrigued. And if he’s with law enforcement, that’s a definite plus.” Plus his chest and back are amazing to behold.

      “Don’t you have Deputy Ken?” She raises her eyebrows.

      “Uh, not really. His interest level waned a couple of weeks ago. I’m not going to pine for a man who is apathetic. I’m moving to greener pastures.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            The Necklace

          

        

      

    

    
      I have my two ugly wigs, the drab clothing that goes with them, and my running shoes. I’m ready. Yup, I’m ready and waiting. Come on, Rick Shay, call me!

      Nikki has been leading the trail rides for more than a month. I was originally hired to lead rides Monday-Friday, but my time has now been reduced to weekends only. Because the wedding was Sunday we rescheduled my ride for today.

      It looks like I have a small group of riders. It will allow me to mellow-out and breathe from the back of my Juliette. She has lots of energy after days off, hanging out in the pasture with her friends. She’ll be a fun ride.

      I’m in the barn slinging western saddles on four of our horses. Each saddle weighs around 40 pounds. That’s a lot to lift and swing onto a 15.3 hand horse.

      I can almost feel the deep growl as a very expensive car inches up the dusty driveway. There are two of them that change the atmosphere.

      There’s a difference between this ride and my usual ones. It feels like they’re stepping into the country to see how the others live. They’re from Silicon Valley. I’m surprised they’re not in Napa. I know our wines are good, but are they that good? It’s not my job to question a client. Though, if it comes up, I’ll ask.

      The woman is definitely High-Maintenance. She’s wearing something I swear I’ve seen in the Santa Ynez Valley magazine from a local boutique. The clothes are artistic and suit a millionairess. That may have been their first stop. I wonder if she’s going wine country for the day. She’s doing it justice, that’s for sure.

      And her man… he’s in slim pants, without a hint of flab. He’s actually skinny. He may be a computer entrepreneur—with no time to do anything except create the next-generation device.

      I have my welcome smile in place. “Hi, I’m Jess, I’ll be your trail boss. Come meet your horses.” I turn and point, indicating they should follow me this way.

      I hear murmuring and giggles as they follow. I always wonder about that. Does it mean they’re questioning my butt, the barn, or something completely unrelated? Why do ultra-wealthy people make me squirm?

      I have them fill out releases—in case someone falls off. It may put a tiny road-block in their lawsuit.

      I’m holding Cory for the lady in her new clothes. Her long necklace catches my eye. “That’s a pretty necklace. May I suggest you tuck it in your blouse—so it doesn’t come off? We’ll be riding under some trees.”

      “Thanks, but Matthew just gave it to me. I want him to see me wearing it,” she sounds normal.

      “I see what you mean.” I glance at Matthew. He hasn’t stopped gazing at her.

      By my standards it’s a good ride. They’re chatting among themselves and occasionally ask a question when I circle around to see how they’re doing. For dinner? There are lots of options. From fine dining to rustic, from beer-pub to Italian.

      We’re in the home-stretch. They’re still happy, and I’m looking forward to grabbing lunch then starting my hunt for Heather.

      “It’s gone!” A woman’s cry.

      I hear bits of conversation: “Where did you last see it?”  “It can’t be.”  “Are you sure—look in your shirt?”

      I pull Juliette to a stop and wait for them to catch up. It’s evident something is causing a stir. “What’s wrong?”

      “My necklace is gone!”

      “The one I just gave you?” Matthew sounds anguished.

      “I’m sorry. It’s not here.” She frantically looks down at her chest and the ground. “We have to go back!”

      “I’ll go back to the trees and see if it’s on the ground. You go ahead. I’ll return as soon as I can.”

      Juliette is happy to move faster than a walk, even though it isn’t toward home. “Come on, Jule—let’s go.” I pick up a trot and keep my eyes down.

      I’m flipping them back and forth across the trail. The necklace has chunky gold beads and a thick gold link. I’d say it cost a fortune. How much of a fortune? Well, the last time I heard, gold was at $1300 an ounce. Though I don’t know how heavy an ounce is. I bet this thing weighs half a pound.

      We trot up the long hill, across the plateau, and down to the oak woodland. Nothing is sparkling at me. I thought it would be under the trees, but it isn’t. I don’t think she went off the trail. Could a crow have found it already? Since I’m half way through, I may as well keep going, and retrace the entire ride.

      We swing back to the barn—without the necklace. The group is standing in a cluster, holding the horses. I guess they don’t know how to halter them.

      “I’m sorry, I checked under the trees, and I think, the whole trail.”

      “Thanks for looking. We appreciate it.”

      I tie up my horse, the take each of theirs and lead them to the halters hanging from the stalls in the shade.

      “Would you like your wine tasting in the barn, or on the lawn with a view?” I try to sound compassionate.

      “I guess the picnic table will be fine.”

      I bring out two bottles and four glasses. “This Cabernet was grown here. It’s the first vines you come to after riding down the hill.” I point west, way down at the road. “The white is a Sauvignon Blanc. It’s grassy and citrusy on the nose. The flavor is citrus and honeysuckle. It’s grown a few miles away.”

      I answer very few questions. The happiness has gone from their day. I leave the bottles and let them do their thing without me hovering over them.

      About ten minutes later, I peek out and see they’re getting ready to leave. I walk over, “I’m sorry about the necklace. I’ll tell the other wrangler to watch out for it. I’ll be leading another ride in an hour. I’ll retracing the same trail.”

      “Thanks, you have our number?”

      “Yes, the one on your forms?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll let you know either way.”

      “Thanks for looking,” he pulls out a couple of bills and puts them under the wine bottle.

      She wraps her arm around his waist. The subdued couples hopefully check the ground on the way to their magnificent driving machines.

      I stand for a moment, watching beauty drive away. They were decent people. It’s a shame their day ended badly.

      I go to pick up the glasses and receive a shock. Sometimes people leave a $10 tip, which I appreciate. Matthew left $200. Holy Cow! I guess he appreciated that I rode back over the entire trail.
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      The next riders are happy. I even catch a whiff of alcohol on them. Yes, a little wine makes me relaxed too. I get two more horses saddled and ready. I run through my routine of how to stop, turn, and make the horse go. Then we head north into the hills.

      I’m keeping my eyes on the ground, and figure I’ll have them look too. “A lady lost a gold bead necklace on a ride. Can you keep an eye out for it?”

      I don’t mention that it probably cost a fortune.

      It’s a fun ride, with joking and light-hearted laughter. I keep looking down, but I allow myself to enjoy the group. I can look for the necklace without feeling the pain of losing it.

      The ride ends well. The tasting is fun. They enjoyed it, and so did I. They didn’t leave a tip, but I don’t mind. They probably figure it’s built into the cost.

      I have seven horses to unsaddle and clean up. By the time I get to Cory, I’m losing steam. I skipped lunch. I’ve slimmed down to where I look a bit too thin. I’ll be happy to eat more, especially since I’m doing such physical work.

      I don’t have anyone micro-examining my fat stores anymore. My ex did that. Boy it used to piss me off. I already watch my own fat, he didn’t need point it out.

      I’ve dragged a total of 240 pounds of leather off the horse’s backs: 6 horses at 40 pounds each. Juliette’s is a lightweight dressage saddle, so that doesn’t count. I pick their feet to make sure no one has a stone wedged in. Then I lead them to the pasture. When I get back to pick out Cory’s feet…

      On the ground is the gold bead necklace. And wow, is it ever a big one. I wasn’t paying close attention when I suggested she tuck it in her blouse. But now, in my hand, the beads look sculpted and diamonds are embedded in the biggest one in the center. The little spring ring next to the clasp has twisted open. The clasp is strong, and the necklace is strong. The weak-link was the round ring holding them together. There’s always a weak link somewhere.

      I put the last two horses away, then make a phone call.

      It goes straight to voice mail, so I leave a message. “Hi, this is Jessica from the trail ride. I found your necklace. The spring-ring is twisted open. I think it fell into the gap under the saddle horn. Cory carried it around for two more hours with another rider.” I also text them.

      There’s no immediate reply, so I head to the house to eat.

      My phone rings a few minutes later; it’s Rick. “Jessica, I’m sure I shouldn’t be giving this out, but since you’re formerly with law enforcement, and it’s for your safety… this is the last known address for Heather.” He gives me an address in Santa Barbara.

      I write it down. “And the step-mother?”

      “She was staying at the inn in Solvang. But her address is in Napa. Do you know that area?”

      “No, not at all. I’ve never been.”

      “I suggest you look for the mother. Heather is always close by.”

      “Fine, I’ll go poke around. I have two wigs and ugly, invisible clothing.”

      “Just be careful, she’s dangerous and sly,” he cautions.

      “Thanks, I will.”

      I settle down to a bowl of chunky vegetable soup. I made two big pots a few days ago. I froze most of it and only pull out enough for a week at a time. It’s a bit warm for it, but it’s easy to make. And I’m all for that.

      My phone rings: “Jessica, this is Alyssa. Thank you for finding my necklace!”

      “You’re welcome! I’m glad it wasn’t smashed under the horse’s hoof. It was directly underneath him.”

      “We thought it was lost forever.”

      “So did I. Especially after two trips over the same trail.”

      “We’re headed for San Diego. We’re going to a cigar shop in Santa Barbara for our men to get some good tobacco. We won’t be back for a week,” she gives a heart wrenching sigh.

      “That’s fine. I’ll hide it.” A thought comes to me, “Actually, I’ll be driving down there in about an hour. I can meet you?”

      “Oh! That would be terrific. Would you do that?”

      “Yeah, I’m going that way anyhow.” They left me $200, so I’d like to earn it.

      I get the address and we agree to meet at 5:00.

      Later, it occurs to me. I wonder if they thought I’d keep the necklace if I found it. It’s heavy gold with diamonds. No I wouldn’t do that. It isn’t mine, and Karma has been VERY good to me. I plan to keep it that way.
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      I fit the long, curly, brown wig on my head, just I case Heather sees me. I swing by the address she gave when she was arrested on the warrant. I don’t see her car in the condo complex, nor the street. Freddie is tracking it, so I assume it’s the same car she had a few weeks ago. Fine, I’ll come by later. There are a million places she could be. I guess this won’t be a quick fix.

      When I’m out of the area, I pull off the wig and fluff my hair. I pull off the dull, gray blouse to reveal a black slinky top. I slide the equally hideous thick cotton skirt off, revealing my nice jeans. I’m out of my disguise. The funny thing is, it’s like I’m in another one: the cute woman. It feels almost as fake. My hair is in a ponytail, so that’s normal for me. If I were sprucing up, I’d have it loose, down my back, and waved. I know it enhances the look, but I usually couldn’t be bothered with the effort.

      Santa Barbara is crowded, as usual. Between the regular workers, the residents, and the tourists it’s busy. I find a place to park three blocks away. That’s fine. I’ve eaten, I can walk. There’s the shop, tucked into a little old building. This was here before trendiness hit the area.

      The 6-foot sign is dark, weathered wood, but the CUBANO’S script in gold lettering looks carefully maintained. Lion silhouettes are burned into the wood, along with a fancy border. It looks like a lid from a wooden cigar box, and it sets the tone for the snug and well used shop.

      The door is open, both inviting guests, and letting in the fresh ocean air. It is reasonably easy to breathe inside. They must have a vent system.

      A big man greets me. I wonder if he’s the equivalent of the Walmart greeter. Since he’s at the door, I bet it keeps grabbers from walking in, grabbing a bottle of spirits and exiting at a run. “Welcome to Cubano’s. Is there something I can help you find?”

      “Hi. Yes, I’m meeting friends here.”

      “The lounge is to your left, they could also be in the humidor.” he indicates the different rooms.

      “Thanks. I’ll have a look around.”

      The shop is lined with shelves. Floor to ceiling with bottles of rum, scotch, and brandy—all with gorgeous labels and colorful liquid. It isn’t just row after row of the same stuff. There are so many options, each bottle looks like it’s the only one.

      An old-time Cigar sign in red tube lights catches my eye. It’s behind a glass door containing thousands of cigars. I open the door, step in, and close it behind me. Wow, it smells like wood and tobacco plants. It’s a clean, forest-like smell. Open boxes with perfectly made cigars are there for the aficionado’s perusal. It’s like a farmer’s market where the fruit speaks to you, and you have so many flavor options. I wonder how you choose.

      There are small wood boxes from Nicaragua, Honduras, and the Dominican Republic. Actually, I love the boxes. I wonder what I could do with them. The cigars themselves aren’t my thing, but…

      “Jessica! Thank you for coming!” Alyssa dashes in the door.

      “Hi, Alyssa.” I open my across the shoulder purse and pull out her necklace. I don’t even do the ta-da here it is, kind of thing. She looks too fragile for that.

      “I never thought I’d see it again. How can I thank you?” Her voice wavers.

      “I’m glad to get it back to you.”

      “I have to show Matthew! He was so nice about it.” She looks excited.

      “You have a good man.” I put my hand out to stop her dashing off. “Be careful wearing it, the spring ring is twisted open.”

      “Oh, thanks,” she hurries away.

      I take another appreciative breath in the giant humidor. Their vent system is pumping in moist air to keep the cigars from drying out. My skin likes it too. I absolutely love this room. It smells like my grandmother’s cellar where she stored apples for the winter—fruity and woody.

      That story ended well, and it justified their generous tip. I step out to the smoky front room and remember the surgeon general’s warning. It’s a meeting place for guys to hang out and get cancer, but every pursuit has its drawbacks. Many people have been hurt around horses too.

      The sun is warm on my face, and the ocean air is fresh on my skin. It’s a good day to be here. What should I do now? I could take a walk on the beach? Dip my toes in the water, and, and what? I’ll start with that and see what happens.

      My phone dings an incoming text: “Where are you?”

      “Here.”

      “You are?”

      “Yup.”

      “No you aren’t.”

      I won’t reply until I get better info. That’s more than enough for a text with a strange number.

      The phone goes back into my pocket. When the traffic light turns green, I cross.

      “Jessica, wait up,” a man calls out, behind me.

      Oh, it’s Matthew. I head back a few steps.

      “I’m glad I caught you. You left before we could thank you.” He’s looks concerned.

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad I could help.”

      “Do you have time? Can we offer you a cigar, or a glass of Port?”

      “I was only going for walk on the beach. Port sounds nice.” It will give me something interesting to do.

      He leads the way past the wall of liquor bottles to a more private room. It’s darker and the smoke is heavier. Alyssa is sitting with their other friends. I think I remember their names but I’m not positive.

      “You remember Clint and Viviana?” He stands, and she waves.

      “Yes, hello again.” I’m glad he told me. That wasn’t what I remembered. I kept thinking Venetia.

      “Have my chair, I’ll sit with Alyssa,” he directs me to the brown club chair. I take a seat and sink into the leather. The worn arms have seen many a day. He leaves to get my sweet drink.

      “I’m sorry for running out, I didn’t think you’d leave.”

      “That’s okay, I’m fine with it.” I smile, no hard feelings. I didn’t expect a friendship.

      Matthew returns, “Here you go. It’s a 30-year-old Taylor Fladgate. The girls are drinking it—I hope you like it.”

      “Thank you. I’m sure I will,” I take a sniff and softly say, “Rich and fruity.” After a sip, “Mmm, smooth and nuanced—this is wonderful.”

      “I’m glad you like it. Would you like a stick? I’m enjoying Hoyo De Monterrey.” He respectfully examines the cigar between his fingers.

      “No, but thanks for asking.”

      Alyssa leans over, “The boys like the camaraderie in cigar shops. They claim it gets them in touch with their masculine side after being with us for a few days.”

      “Does the cigar have any flavor? The room over there smells great.”

      Both men look at their cigars the way a mother looks at her baby. “It’s mellow with almond flavors that move into honey and graham cracker.”

      Yeah, I can see he’s hooked on them.

      Clint has to rave about his. “Mine is a Montecristo. It was Cigar of the Year in 2006, and years later it’s even better. Now it’s sweet and nutty, but there’s still a rich, earthiness of leather and coffee.” He’s glowing with compliments over his choice of smoke.

      “Cigars improve with age? They don’t just turn to dust and go flavorless?” I wonder aloud.

      “Absolutely, they’re like fine wine. If you treat them right, they get better with age. It begins with fermentation. Then the blender decides which leaves he wants in his cigar. He’ll introduce the amount of flavor he wants to impart.”

      “That’s interesting. So you can choose the flavor and other things…” I don’t know how else to choose one.

      The girls are talking between themselves, they don’t care about this cigar-talk. “Come on, I’ll show you.” He stands and waits for me to bring my Port. This may be interesting.

      I grab a Cigar Aficionado magazine from the table as we head to the humidor room, back to Granny’s basement. I’m glad I don’t mention Granny. Especially when he begins with “This Churchill is elegant and stately.” He picks up a commanding sized cigar.

      “What flavors do you actually taste?” This is smoke, not food. I don’t really believe it.

      “I don’t notice the specific flavor. I’m not an expert yet. Sometimes I want a Churchill because they last over an hour, and they have a commanding presence.” He pulls a brochure from the shelf and reads, “The flavors vary from molasses and brown sugar, from chocolate malted with sour apple, to caramel and wood.”

      I flip open the magazine with a good looking manly-man on the cover. The subtitle reads “The Good Life Magazine for Men.” So that’s the gig.

      “Why do you smoke if the flavor isn’t the reason? Is it like wine, where it makes you feel like you’re doing something decadent?”

      He pauses with a thoughtful look, “It’s a time for me to relax, hang out with friends, and treat myself after a hard week… or day,” he chuckles.

      “I love the boxes. They’re beautiful. The art and the way the logo is burned into the wood makes them seem special. I wouldn’t know how to choose.”

      “I try them until I find the ones I like. Some are full-bodied, and will give you a nicotine buzz for a half-hour. Others are milder. What I smoke depends on my mood, and if I want something with a bite.”

      “Is price an indication of quality?” It looks like they start at $3.99 and go to $16.99. I bet these are the basic ones. Like a good wine, or a good anything, these are the everyday ones.

      “Partially, but there are some good ones that don’t cost a lot.” He looks from the cigar between his fingers to me, “Are you sure you wouldn’t you like to try one?” He sounds eager.

      “I don’t think so, but thanks. I like the idea of treating yourself. But I don’t believe I’ll taste chocolate and honey in smoke.”

      “You know, they plant tobacco in former coffee and sugar cane fields. The leaves pick up the nuances from the soil.”

      I think he’s trying to make me believe it’ll taste like a cup of coffee mixed with hot chocolate. Nope, I don’t think so.

      “It’s like a wine with the aroma of berries, or chocolate. Then the fermentation process enhances other flavors. But if you really want chocolate, I think it’s best to grab a bar of it.” I giggle to let him know I’m not slamming his joy of the cigar—and I take a sip of the Port. Which is sweet, thick, and luscious.

      As I follow him out the door, I realize the whole industry—from fermenting, blending, and rolling, to smoking has become an art. Excellent marketing has convinced men that a stick with tequila or Port shows style. Interesting. I’ll have to keep my eye out for things I do that could fall into that category…

      ... Horses.
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      The smoking room has a few more people, and I seem to have lost my seat. It isn’t a problem, another two sips, and I’ll have finished my drink.

      Alyssa and Viviana are perching on the same chair, looking upset. Clint is leaning back, blowing out a cloud of smoke. He sees Matthew and his expression perks up.

      Hmm, is a dispute brewing? I’ll make my exit.

      Alyssa looks up with hope in her eyes. “Darling! Melani just texted me… This time she knows Tony is having an affair.

      “Ladies, I’m not getting involved in your little world. You stay out of mine, and I stay out of yours,” his tone shows disinterest.

      “No you don’t understand—she accidentally saw his new text. It came up on his screen when he was in the bathroom. She—

      “I’m not listening.” He waves to Clint, “Come on, bro.” They hurry to the backgammon table.

      “Jessica, maybe you can help?”

      “Me?” Oh no.

      “Wait, not like that. Maybe you can be the impartial person?” She springs up and shows me her phone.

      “Yeah… I guess I can offer my opinion, without knowing the players involved.”

      “That makes it better,” she nods.

      Viviana jumps up, and suddenly I know I’m involved in their little world for a while. “Let’s go outside, it’s quieter, and not so smoky,” she waves her hands in front of her nose.

      I guess when you’re with men who smoke you’re stuck with it.

      I’m closest to the door, so I lead the way into the wonderful air. I stink like burned tobacco—but they don’t seem to notice the difference. They launch into the story the second I turn around.

      “OK, this is what happened….”

      “Tell her the background first…”

      “Yeah, yeah, I will.” Viviana begins again. “We live in Palo Alto. We three girls are friends and do everything together.” She looks at Alyssa, “Is this a good beginning?”

      “Yes, yes, it’s fine, go on!” She hurries her along. “And tell her about the first time.”

      “So, uh—oh yes, so Melani’s husband cheated on her last year. He swore he wouldn’t do it again. But he did!”

      “The rat bastard! She’s such a sweet girl to put up with him.”

      “He doesn’t deserve her, does he?” Viv and Alyssa become immersed in their own conversation.

      This is rather amusing watching their little show. I don’t need to hurry them along, this is kind of fun. It’s not like I have to interview them, write the crime report, and then get back on patrol.

      I know I didn’t act this goofy at age 25. I was on the police department arresting car thieves, burglars and wife beaters. I’d been on LAPD for four years and always worked the wee hours of the night. The good guys went to bed, and the bad guys came out to play. And I cruised around looking to rescue someone who hadn’t made it home in time.

      I tune in when their story gets back on track. “Just the facts, please.” I say with a smile.

      “Fast forward to last night. Tony had been acting weird lately. He’s been distant and cold. He keeps his phone on him all the time and gets texts at odd hours.”

      “That sounds familiar. My ex-husband of 4 years cheated on me with his flashy secretary. I almost don’t care anymore—I’ve been having so much fun in the wine country in my new life.”

      “Ooh, do tell. How did you know he was cheating on you?” It looks like Melani’s cheating husband will have to wait.

      “He went emotionally cold and was always picking on me for what I was wearing.”

      “See. She said Tony is cold.” They look at each other like I made a breakthrough.

      “What did the text say?”

      “Oh, this is proof. He left his pants on the bed when he was in the bathroom. She had been shopping for something cute and found exactly the right thing, so she came home early. He was singing in the shower and didn’t hear her in the bedroom.

      “She heard the ding of a text from his pants. She told us she needed to look, just so she wouldn’t wonder,” Viv explains.

      “She didn’t want to worry, if it wasn’t needed.” Alyssa agrees.

      “So she pulled it out of the pocket and pressed the button. It’s locked, she knows that, but she read the last message!” She stops, leaving me in suspense.

      “Was it good?” They’ve hooked me.

      “The message was from Pussy Galore!”

      “Who?”

      “She was a James Bond girl. I looked it up. She was gay, then Bond converted her to men.”

      “Whoa. That sounds—strange.” I’m not sure what it means.

      “Then it said:  James, transform me at Chumash!”

      What can I say? It could mean a lot of things, though with her name, only one thing comes to mind.

      “Well, Melani put the phone back in his pocket and got out of the room. She went to the garage and sat in her car pretending to have just gotten home. Remember I said he cheated on her before? She had a feeling and was going to check it out.”

      “She came in the house again with her bags across her arms and made more noise. She pretended to be on the phone with me, and laughed, and told the fake me about her day. When she came in the bedroom he was out of the shower and getting dressed to go out.”

      “She asked where he was going and he told her he had to meet an out of town business friend.” She shakes her head. “She didn’t believe him, but didn’t say anything. The minute he left, she called me and had me look up Pussy Galore on Google. She didn’t want him to know anything in case he checked her phone.”

      “Last night, he tells her he’s going away for a few days on business.” She holds up one finger, “And guess where?”

      “Chumash Casino?”

      “Bingo,” she grins.

      “He’s going to transform her. Yuck.”

      “Well, the thing is—he knows what we look like…” she leaves the rest unsaid.

      I feel a request coming on. No. I’m not getting involved.

      “Jess, he doesn’t know what you look like.” She smiles sweetly, like a little girl used to getting her way. “Would you be able to go there and find out who he’s seeing?”

      “I’m not a private eye. I don’t know how to follow people. I don’t even know how to gamble.” I’m trying to think up other good reasons.

      “You don’t have to gamble. Just play the slots. You’re friendly, you made friends with us—please, I know you can do it!” She glances at Viviana for confirmation.

      “Absolutely, and you’re honest too. We never thought she’d see the necklace again. Who else would return something like that? And you even drove it down here!”

      “Yes, we can trust you not to be bought off by him.”

      “Why would he buy me off?”

      “Because Mel has money. He lives off her. She said she’d kick him back to his mother’s house if he did anything like that again.”

      “So you think he’d try to slip me a few dollars to keep me quiet?”

      “He did it before, he’ll try it again.”

      “Is he dangerous?” I’d rather he tried to pay me off than kill me.

      “No, he’s a weasel.” They both agree.

      “I don’t have time to follow someone. I work.”

      “You said you’re not doing anything today... He’s probably there now. He took the jet last night.”

      “Jet?”

      “Yeah, Mel’s dad is wealthy. He lets them use it.”

      “Did she find out if he landed at Santa Barbara? I don’t know if jets can land at Santa Ynez.”

      “I’ll find out.” She steps back and pulls out her phone. I’m left trying to dissuade Viviana from trying to convince me.

      A few minutes later she’s back, “He landed at Santa Ynez last night. He’s still there!” She sounds triumphant. “And the flight plan calls for him to leave tomorrow night.”

      “See, you have time. Lots of time. Just get a picture of the two of them together. Then she’ll know for sure and kick his ass out of her life forever!”

      “Uh,” I start…

      “We don’t expect you to do this for free, right Viv?” She looks at her friend for confirmation. “How much do you want?”

      “Well, it depends how long it takes. He may not be there. They could be in his room, being transformed, and I’d never find them.”

      “You’re the fastest one for the job. You’re right here, you’re cute, and you have the right clothes. It’s not like it’s Monte Carlo or anything. I think you’ll fit in, perfect.” It sounds like her mind is made up.

      “Well.” I could use the money, and it would be doing something good for a woman with a cheating husband. It would be cathartic to catch the bugger.

      “Good, you’ll do it. Thank you! How about $1000, and $100 an hour, plus expenses?” She looks at Viv, “I think that’s the going rate.”

      Maybe in Napa, but not here.

      “I guess I can take a swing by on my way home.” They got me with the $1000 and $100 an hour.

      Besides, it might be fun.
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      With my pocket full of $100 bills, I set off for the casino. It’s only four miles off the highway. I kept thinking I had nothing to do, so now I have something. I’ve never been gambling—this is a great excuse.

      The self-parking garage is several levels high. They built it big enough for major events. This evening I don’t have any trouble parking the truck without pissing anyone off—even though I’m taking up two spaces.

      I fluff my hair, apply a coat of lipstick, and put half the money in the console. I’ll get some quarters somewhere, wherever the chip and change place is.

      I take a final look at the photo of the average-looking Tony and then hide it in a file within a file on my phone. I can also see him on Facebook, but then it would show a search if he checked. I don’t see it going that far, but who knows. Maybe we’ll become Facebook friends?

      I look on the Chumash website, and holy moly, it’s a big place. It’s late in the day, so they won’t be at the pool. Maybe it’s too early for dinner? What if they stay in their room all night and get room service? There are so many places they could be.

      Enough procrastinating, here goes…

      The first thing is to remember where I’m parked. I take a photo of the third level and area, then step into the elevator and go down one stop. The back entrance is on the second floor of the casino. I bet the jetsetter and his woman strode in via the grand entry from a limo.

      Alright, I’m going in!

      I took a screen shot of their casino map so I know where I’m going. I’m entering through the south-east entrance. But once inside, I have to find my landmarks. They’re deliberately making this timeless, and seamless, so people will keep putting coins in slots, spinning the wheel, or adding cards to total 21. I pass by a food court and a café and note where I am. The high rollers club has a door to segregate it from the people like me who have no idea how to put money in a machine.

      The noise is ferocious; bells, whistles, and clanging. I guess people like it. I’d be tempted to wear ear plugs. At least there aren’t too many smokers. I’ve had my fill at the cigar shop. The air-conditioning system here is just right… not too cold, not too warm. The ladies need to be able to wear slinky dresses without getting chilled and wanting to leave. I think this is a study of how to keep people in the room.

      So I’m strolling, and looking for something that grabs my attention. I’m pretending to be what I actually am—new to this and having a little money to play with. I’ve planned out my persona as well.

      My first lap around the floor with my eager face proves fruitless.

      I’ve checked out the café and food court. Who knows how long I could be here. I may need to make a show of eating several times. I’m hungry right now, but I don’t want pizza or Chinese. I head into the nearly empty café. The menu is different, and have a Cobb salad with egg, blue cheese, and avocado. I go light on the dressing. If I ate a hamburger, I’d be racking up the calories, because I’d have to eat again to make a show of getting around the casino.

      While I’m crunching through my iceberg lettuce, I find a ten minute video on how to win at slots. It says the machines have a chip that throws out totally random numbers. I can win, even if someone just won, and left with a pot of gold from that machine. Second, you don’t almost win. If it looks like it would flip over to a full line of cherries… nope, the computer chip already knows you aren’t a winner. They are only making it look like you got close.

      The next video is all about progressive machines and not leaving one after racking-up credits. I think this is getting much too detailed. I just want to play. I don’t even have to pretend to be an expert, that’s part of my cover.

      My head is spinning with questions. Should I sit closer to the door, so I can win big? There is some thought that the machines pay more by the door, so people see the winner, and get pulled in.

      I’m playing with Alyssa’s expense money. If I win, do I have to give it back?

      Hello, dummy. You aren’t here to win, you’re here to find Tony and Miss Galore. I can’t even say her first name without cringing—so I won’t.

      So I finish my salad and try to enjoy the experience. I’ll see what happens. I can’t go around asking if someone saw them, can I? No, that won’t work.

      I sit facing the room, trying to look like I’m enjoying the whole casino experience. Instead of wondering how long I can keep up a perky facade.

      I don’t see a coin exchange place, so I do the next best thing… I ask one of the multitudes of workers. I’m directed to the counter where the girl enrolls me in their program, give me $35 of free spins, and tells me I might win a car. I walk away feeling overwhelmed by their process. It’s another world in here.

      I stroll up and down the rows, looking at machines like I’m selecting one for its artistry. I find one on the end of an aisle where I can people watch. I take a seat, pull out my card and slide it in the credit card type of slot. This isn’t as easy as it looks. I have to study the instructions that come with it to make this work. It isn’t intuitive.

      This machine is called the Ancient Wheel. Each spin sends water buffalo, leopards and rhinos sliding to a stop, but unfortunately not five rhinos in a row. After ten minutes, I’m getting bored. Yes, I’m monitoring the time, and impatiently move on after twenty. I’ll make a show of stretching, take a lap around, and find another machine that might pay.

      I know I’m not acting like the usual gamer, but who cares. Tony won’t be monitoring my actions, but the security team is in the special room that analyzes every square inch of the place. I hope I don’t stand out like a problem person who needs investigating.

      It’s time to move on. I’ll check the bar, the pool, and the dining room.

      And—nothing there. Ugh, come on!

      Saying the phrase ‘fast-forward three hours’ doesn’t do justice to my suffering. I’ve put $500 in the machines. I won back $100. I was briefly thrilled, but that emotion has long gone. I have to go back to the cashier to upload more money into my casino card.

      Three times, I’ve turned down drink offers from a server. And once from a guy I sat next to, hoping I would look more unobtrusive. He was having way too much fun and wanted me to join in. Nope, nope!

      Look—I think it’s him!

      He looks like his picture, but she really stands out. Her platinum blonde hair has bangs and is blunt cut at her cheeks. She has bright red lipstick and long black eyelashes. She’s in a short, tight black dress and red, stiletto heels. What a spectacle. She’s clinging to him like he’s wonderful.

      Him… he’s well dressed, but looks like he rarely works out, and is not someone I’d think she would be interested in. He’s about 5’6, has a small paunch, and receding hair. He doesn’t look as good as his photo. Maybe he has a great personality?

      My eyes follow the couple as they move out of sight. I casually rise, pull out my casino card, and move to where I last saw them. I have no fear of losing her. She stands out a mile away. He, not so much.

      They’re at the door to the High Limit room. I pull out my cell and pretend to make a call. I get a few snaps; but they are distant. Darn it, they step through the door and are gone. I can’t get in there. I don’t know how to fake being a big spender. There may be muscle standing around ready to kick me out. Damn it.

      I send the pictures to Alyssa, so they have them to examine.

      I take a seat at the slots closest to that room, and prepare to spend a lot more money. They could be in there for a long time. I hope they don’t have a bathroom too. If they drink, maybe someone will need to come out to pee. My map indicates toilets in strategic locations—there’s one just outside the room. I don’t think they’d have one inside—would they? The website says this specific room is for discerning guests and has personalized service.

      Actually, there is a guard outside the room. I’m sure they call him the concierge, because he’s seated behind the architecturally designed wall and table. He’d stop me in an instant. So I settle down to play, and play, and play…  The place is really popular this evening. People are coming and going, and the noise level has increased exponentially. The cigarette smoke is making it look misty, in spite of the great ventilation system. Is today a holiday? Do this many people like to gamble in Santa Ynez? I had no idea.

      Hell, come on! I’ve changed slot machines three times, all having good views of the doorway. A bunch of people have gone in the wealthy room for the evening, but no one has come out. An elegant server, dressed in black and white, is carrying a tray at shoulder height. It looks like someone decided to eat. That will probably encourage others to get dinner. Me too, I’m hungry. My salad has long gone.

      I don’t dare get up. If I miss them by a few seconds, I’ll never know if they’re still there, or have left. So I am continuing to spin the rhinoceroses, wild horses, and Norsemen. It’s after midnight, then it’s after 1:00, then after 2:00.

      At last, here they come! Neither of them look happy. All that emotion they had going in has dwindled to nothing. I don’t have to be a psychic to know they lost. She isn’t hanging on him. She’s letting him stand on his own, while she allows a few inches of space between them. They stop for a few seconds—I think trying to figure out which way to leave.

      I pull out my phone, which I’ve had ready for hours, and prepare to click. It’s positioned at chest height, my head is down, and I get two reasonable shots. I have to wait for a man to pass by. I’m still seated, so at least I’m invisible. The place is busy enough to allow me to blend into the background.

      He starts walking, and she hurries to catch up. It looks like things have changed.
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      I grab my casino card and casually follow them.

      He dispiritedly trudges out of the casino and down the main stairs. I’m following, but lagging behind a little. I’m waiting to see if my photos are approved by the girls. I think it clearly shows them. Miss Galore is jumping around; she seems happy, though maybe not as much as ten hours ago.

      Yes, I’ve been here that long—pressing that darned spin button, while they live it up with the High Rollers.

      Maybe I can find out what room they’re staying in?

      I follow them to the bank of elevators. There are still crowds of people around. Doesn’t anyone sleep? He just spun around—with his back to the elevators. That’s odd, most people look up at the arrows, waiting for them to ding. He quickly scans both directions. Then bends his head to kiss her. At this angle, I only see his profile. I snap another few shots and send them.

      I’m concerned the eye in the sky will see me taking photos and usher me out with a scowl. So far so good. I don’t see men in suits striding toward me in lock-step.

      Oh, no! Down the way, two big men in dark suits are approaching. They don’t look friendly. The elevator doors open, Tony and she step in, and I dash in. Whew, I made it.

      Oh no, and they did too! At the last second, a black boot appears between the steel doors which bounce back as if startled. These guys look serious. Hell, I’m in trouble. They glare at me with eyebrows pinched tight in the middle. Their unibrows are crinkled up to form a tight line. I feel myself shrinking in stature. Their demeanor is so severe. I have yet to ratchet mine up. All night l felt like a coyote trying to catch the rabbit. Suddenly, I’ve become the rabbit.

      Their attention just shifted to Tony and Galore. I feel instant relief when they focus their intensity on them.

      They turn their backs to me and really do focus on my rabbits. Huh, I guess they aren’t security guards about to throw me out. This must be far bigger than my photos.

      The doors glide open at the 5th floor. We’re standing here. No one is moving. I flash a look to the panel; this the only button lit. It’s glowing 5. No one is exiting. The doors stay open. It seems to think we should get off. There must not be anyone else asking for a ride.

      I do something unusual for me. I step into someone else’s business. Someone else who is under the gun. “Our floor?” I step into their space with a fake smile—and that breaks the ice.

      “Yes, I forgot,” he has a pained smile. “Please join us for a drink?” he inquires.

      “Thanks, I’d love to.” I’m not sure why. Hell, I should be going anywhere but their room. We could all die in there.

      The room is down one hall, then a turn down another. The goons are following. If we go inside, the security cameras won’t be filming. I have a brainwave: Don’t go in the room. You’ll die with them.

      “Uh, why don’t we get a drink down at the casino? It will be more fun?” I step up closer and hiss, “Safer.”

      “You’re right.” He grabs the platinum around her waist and pulls her around, hoping to dash past the suits.

      I’m on their heels. I plan on letting them take whatever blows they may receive.

      The men block the hall, smiling nastily. “You can run, but you won’t get away. Mr. C wants his money. This is your 3-day warning.” They glare at me and continue walking.

      Tony steps up his pace to the elevator. Galore is left to hurry along on her stilettos. I stride after them. The elevator makes them wait. Adrenaline is streaming through my veins. I’m glad I don’t have to pay Mr. C. I bet Tony gambled and lost.

      “Honey, what was that about?” Galore whispers.

      “Nothing,” he snaps.

      “Tony, honey, don’t be like that. I need to know,” she implores.

      “I’m sorry, Doll. I have business dealings with their boss. It’s not going so well.”

      “Do you owe him money?”

      He hesitates, “Yes. Some.”

      “But you won a lot tonight. You can give them that.”

      “I need much more than that,” he sounds desperate.

      “Oh. That’s a lot,” she exclaims. “Did you lose at the table?”

      He looks at me, hesitating.

      “It’s alright, I’ve lost before,” I try to calm him so he’ll keep talking.

      He looks back to her, “I lost big in Reno.”

      “So that’s why we didn’t go there!” The light dawns on her.

      “Yeah.”

      The arrow flashes, and the doors slide open. The elevator has one other person and he looks harmless.

      The three of us enter the lobby.

      “We’re getting out of here, now.” His voice shakes. He coughs to cover it.

      I know the feeling of adrenaline. I have a ton of it because I joined them. I was going to be crushed by an association I had nothing to do with. At least they weren’t here to kill him, only warn him.

      “My things are in the room,” Galore puts out her hand to stop him, seeming to recover faster than the man.

      “Jesus, it doesn’t matter,” he growls.

      “Honey, I need my bag. We’re not leaving without it,” she insists.

      That slows him. He turns to look at her. His face changes and he forces a softer tone. “Sure sweetie, a bellhop can get it.” He looks at me.

      Yes, I’ve been following along.

      “What are you doing?” He sounds suspicious.

      “I don’t know. I’m following you because I—we went through the same thing, together.” That’s my honest answer.

      “Get out of here. This doesn’t concern you!” He waves his hand like I’m an annoying fly.

      “Tony, she helped you. At least be courteous.”

      “Fine.” He stomps to the desk a few yards away.

      This is my opportunity. “Thank you. I’m Monica.” I make up a name and hold out my hand.

      She has a strained smile, “I’m Nicole. He’s Tony.” She looks at his back at the front counter.

      “Well, I’m glad I could help,” I lower my voice. “I think your husband may be in trouble.”

      “Yes. I think so.” She doesn’t bother correcting me. “It was nice meeting you.” She nods and goes to stand next to him.

      She wasn’t forthcoming. But I’ll get another photo. Click—their backs together at the counter.

      It’s interesting that she’s figuratively and literally standing by her man. Maybe she likes the jet, but I’d end the relationship before he’s tied to a cement block and dropped in the lake.

      There’s nothing more I can get from them. I’m exhausted. I’m done for the night. That last hit of adrenaline trickled out, and I’m going home. I send the additional photos to Alyssa and then search for the parking garage.

      Except that the elevator scares me. It opens to a silent third level with bright lights showing the way toward the top of the ramp. The tail-end of my truck is sticking out. I’m alert for danger the entire way. I click the door lock open, hop in, lock the door, and get out of there.

      I’m fully expecting to be followed, to be stopped, or something worse. But I’m not. The road home is dark and empty.

      I’m DONE with following cheating husbands!
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      I pull up to the house. I’m pleased to see Nikki has locked the door. She never did, until we had the problem with the guys who were trying to force Jacqueline-Noelle to sell the vineyard. Freddie came to our rescue by taking them out. That was both unexpected and impressive. I wish he’d been around tonight. He’d have known how to handle the situation. I’m tired of fighting alone. It would be nice to have a friend and partner. Where the hell is he?

      I’m cold and hungry. It’s after 4 AM and tomorrow morning is rapidly approaching. What day is it? Damn, I have to work today. I stink of cigar and cigarette smoke. I guess I’ll shower and wash my hair. Maybe it will revive me, or relax me enough to stop stressing over the 12-plus hours in the casino. Later, I’ll figure out what I earned.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I slid through the past two days on autopilot. The good news is I slept soundly without waking in the middle-of-the-night and pondering over my life.

      I documented the casino experience on my laptop and sent it to Alyssa on a Word doc. That’s how the private eyes do it on TV. They gave me $1000 up front, and some spending money. I charged them another $1200 for the extra hours, the racked up slot machine losses, and the elevator scare.

      Now I know how to play the slots. While watching the high roller room, I chat with the older ladies sitting next to me. They had some good wins and insisted that a new player often wins big the first time out. I won some. I didn’t win big—but I was at work. If I were on my own dime, I wonder if I would. Someone said you have to bet big to win big. If I’m only playing penny slots, it’s a big win to get $50. So if I’m playing $6 slots, then with the same percentage, my actual dollars would be really nice!

      During this fiasco have lost my desire to look for Heather. It’s sticking my neck out to find her. Right now she isn’t after me, she’s been doing things to Monica. I’ve adjusted my thinking after the scare with the goons—now I want to be invisible and lie low.

      It’s Friday night. I made it through the week. I’m free for two whole days! Nikki said she’d lead the rides this weekend. She said it’s repayment for the times I had to take up the slack when she couldn’t.

      I’m sitting at the picnic table outside the barn—resting my chin in my hands. The sun has just dipped below the horizon. The final flash of purple and orange makes me glad to be here. It has a melancholy feeling. It’s so pretty, I wish I had someone to share it with.

      The day turns to early evening; the crickets wake up, an owl hoots, and I sigh.

      I take a sip of my latest wine concoction. I poured half a glass of a nice Cabernet, then top it with Moscato. Oh my, I just discovered how to make homemade Port. I don’t have to spend $20 a bottle if I create my own. The flavor of the Cab is thickened and sweetened by the crazy-sweet Moscato.

      After half the mix, I feel better. I know I’m not really better, but I feel better. That’s the benefit of alcohol.

      “I waited until you put the glass down,” he says.

      “Aghh!” I jump from my seat.

      He slips onto the bench next to where I had been.

      “Freddie! How the hell do you do that?” He hadn’t made a sound.

      “Sorry.”

      “No you aren’t. Where is your car?”

      “I walked.”

      “The driveway is almost half a mile long. Why would you walk—just to sneak up on me?”

      “It’s good to be unexpected—don’t you think?”

      “It works well for you.” He saved our hides several times, being unexpected.

      He reaches up and takes my hand, tugging me back down. I notice his touch. He hasn’t done that before. My eyes flash to his. He knows what he’s doing. This wasn’t an accident. He’s too cool and calculating for accidents.

      I sit and think back over our times together. He is a different person from what he had been in Lompoc working for the drug dealers. Now he is mature and intense. It’s like he was acting young and dumb back then. Why?

      “You’re crinkling your eyebrows. You’ll get squint lines if you keep doing that,” he advises.

      “Yeah, probably, but not for a while.”

      “Why the consternation?”

      Huh?

      “How do you know words like that? You used to be the Lord of the Lompoc drug dealers. You were wild and free—and I didn’t get the feeling you knew that kind of English.”

      He smiles and shrugs. “Maybe getting shot did something to my vocabulary?”

      “Right—like getting hit by lightning opens up another part of your brain?” I scoff.

      “Exactly.”

      “No, that doesn’t work for me.” I stare directly into his eyes.

      We’re almost at eye level. He’s only a little taller than me. I’m 5’9”, so maybe he’s 5’11”. I’m used to men who are heavily muscled, and well over 6-feet. But there’s a way he carries himself that makes him seem bigger—and he certainly sneaks around with ease.

      “You’re thinking, but not speaking,” he prompts.

      What I’m thinking is he intrigues the hell out of me. What I say is, “Why are you here?” I’m afraid of showing my hand because I don’t know his motive.

      “I’m here to let you know I’m back in town. And I want to know what you were doing at Chumash Casino for 12 hours.”

      “I’m glad you were tracking me, but it would have been nice if you’d been there. I was watching a man who is cheating on his wife. I got pictures, but then it went south. Apparently he owes someone a bundle of money and has two goons after him.”

      He sighs and asks in a soft tone, “Jess, what are you doing?”

      “Nothing!” I hear my defensive tone. “I returned a lost necklace to a rider in Santa Barbara. They told me their friend’s husband was flying to Chumash. They asked if I’d go there and see what I could find. So I went and took a few photos. Then I kept following them to see which room they were in. That’s when the men in suits came. I thought it was security coming to throw me out for taking photos. Nope, I guess not. They told the guy that Mr. C wants his money in three days.”

      “I’m glad you’re alive. I don’t have any contacts in the gambling underworld,” he sounds relieved.

      “On a good note, I made $2200 for the night.” I try to lighten the story without really feeling it.

      “Do you need the money?”

      “Well, it’s always good to have extra. I never know when my horse is going to have a high vet bill. And I like to invest in tech stocks for retirement.

      “Sometimes you do dumb things.”

      “You’re one to talk.”

      “No Jess, I have training. You’re just an innocent,” he softly explains.

      “Well, if I could carry my gun I would be a lot less innocent.”

      “Did you ever get that .45? Or are you still hiding the .38 under your pillow?”

      “I don’t hide it under my pillow. Everyone knows the bad-guys use pillow cases to collect your loot. Yes, I have the new one. I just haven’t used it yet.”

      “No one to practice on?” he grins.

      “Not yet.”

      We sit in silence. He looks over the dark pasture and back to me with a noncommittal smile.

      “So, were have you been for the past week? I’m trying to find Heather so I can get her arrested and out of our lives.” I see the way he’s about to jump in, “No, don’t say it. I know she’ll bail out. You think I should let her do whatever she has in mind, and just wait around like a victim?” I snap.

      “I’m watching her,” he quietly replies.

      “You need to elaborate more. It doesn’t fly with me. She disappeared after the wedding, and so did you. I have no way of contacting you. How do you expect me to feel about that?” I lecture.

      “I understand.”

      “No you don’t. I have some ability to take care of myself, but I’d like to enjoy my life, and not keep looking over my shoulder.”

      “What would make you feel better?” he asks. That’s a clever sales technique, instead of telling me lots of things he can do. I might only request one thing—saving him from doing a lot more.

      “Jeez, you’re pushing me.”

      “Whaaat?” he acts innocent.

      “You show up unannounced, and you sometimes help me. Sometimes I’d like you around, and sometimes I’d really like you around. You leaving me feeling I can’t trust you because I don’t know anything about you. Who are you?” I pause and repeat, “Who are you?”

      He takes a breath, thinking.

      I keep quiet. It’s his turn. I won’t let him change the subject. I stare into his chocolate-brown eyes. He’s kind of delicious. Shut up, brain. Just wait for his answer.

      He swallows. “I work for...”

      After a long pause, “Yes?” I encourage.

      “Some people who want justice.”

      “That’s a start. I worked for people who wanted justice too.” Let him think it was Tony’s wife. It was also the LAPD.

      “I’m not at liberty to tell you. It could get both of us in hot water if you say something.”

      “I understand. But you have to know, I don’t blab, nor am I only a woman who leads trail rides in the wine country. I used to have another life.”

      I feel like telling him about the police, but it usually scares men off. They don’t like strong women. I’ve lost count of how many first dates never led to a second one. I learned, so I wait to mention it until after the second date. That still sent the owner of a walnut orchard running, shortly after he told me he likes police officers.

      Here goes. If he’s really a drug dealer, I’d better not be sitting next to him. I stand up and move to the other side of the table.

      “I was on the police department for a while.” That’s really vague.

      He looks surprised. “Doing what?”

      “Police work.”

      “Go on.”

      “No, it’s your turn.”

      “No Jess, it’s still yours. What kind of police work?” He’s looking across the table, directly at me.

      “What do you think of police officers?” I evade the answer.

      “I find them useful for maintaining control in society. They are all individuals, just like everyone else. You sometimes get a bad nut in the bowl, but on the whole, they’re a good bunch of men.”

      “And a good bunch of women.” I glare at him.

      He silently assimilates.

      His face crinkles up, “You?”

      “Don’t squint, it will give you wrinkles.” I reply dryly.

      His eyes flick around, like his mind is replaying our history. “I think you’re strong; you don’t fall apart, but you’re not hard enough to be a cop.”

      “I played my part well. I may be tall and blonde, but I don’t have to be a big guy, with a brown mustache to believe in justice.”

      “Fine, let’s say you were in law enforcement of some kind…”

      “I told you something, now you tell me.” I’m not getting sidetracked.

      “I too, work for people who want justice.”

      “That’s not giving me much.”

      “I don’t want to get myself killed. Please understand, it’s not that I don’t trust you.”

      “Are you a mercenary?” Yuck.

      “What? No,” he laughs an honest laugh, and his eyes don’t flick to the deceitful right.

      “Will you tell me your real name?” I softly ask.

      “Come over here,” he waves me back to his side of the table.

      I hesitate.

      “Sweetie, do you think the table is going to protect you?” he quietly asks.

      I sigh, “No, I guess not.” I walk around and sit in my original place.

      He slides over and takes my hands in his strong ones. I know with his holding mine, he doesn’t plan on strangling me.

      “My name is Quinn,” he says, truthfully.

      “OH! That’s a nice name!”

      “You don’t know how I hated to hear you call me Freddie, or Harold.”

      “I will keep your secret, but do you have ID to prove it?” The old me is coming out.

      “No.” I can see him close up.

      I think he told me the truth. His whole way-of-being changed when he told me his name, and again when he reacted to my request for identification.

      I keep calm and don’t push for more. “My name is Jessica Wilcox, I’m a former Los Angeles Police officer. I worked patrol on the streets of Hollywood for 5 years, arresting nasty people, and trying to right wrongs. Then I married an insurance man and worked with him in business until he cheated on me with his secretary. I came up here to lead trail rides and find out what I wanted to do with my life. That’s who I am.”

      He’s silent for a few minutes. He’s holding my hand, stroking his thumb across the back. I give him a little space by not staring at him. I’m looking over the dark pasture to the west. It feels like he’s struggling with himself. If I push, he may retreat—so I keep quiet and wait.

      “Quinn Morrow. Son of a woman from Lompoc, and a fighter pilot she met at an air show. Former gang member. Former Army Special Forces. Never been to prison—contrary to what you may have heard. Now working for the good guys.” He reveals himself in bullet points.

      “Quinn. I like your name.” I like it a lot...

      “I can see that,” he gently squeezes my hand.

      “It’s so much nicer than Freddie or Harold! Not that those names aren’t nice, but yours has something impressive to go with your story.”

      “It’s my real story. I only told you because of who you are. It explains a few things for both of us.”

      “So are you going to stay around, or run off somewhere for a week, or more?” Or forever?

      “I’ll be here for a couple of weeks. My mom likes to see me, so I make sure to visit when I’m in town.”

      “You’re okay with my law enforcement background? I only say that because you can’t believe how many men run when I mention it. Or, they think they can handle it, but they can’t handle my independence (Jack), or the fact that I took a life in self-defense (Eric).

      “You’re fun and quirky, soft and beautiful, and I like your independence.” He stops. “Now I know what you meant by saying you really like law enforcement. Along those lines, what about that deputy who has the hots for you?”

      Since he’s bringing that up, I assume he’s interested. I certainly am. He’s been intriguing me for months. Now I know he’s with us it changes everything.

      “Deputy Ken is busy with his ill father. Anyway, the main thing is, he’s not giving up his other woman. I refused to sleep with him a second time until we developed our relationship more. I wanted to get to know him better. He thinks he can get to know me through sex.”

      “I’d like to get to know you through sex, too.” He shrugs, “It’s a guy-thing.”

      “The strange thing is, I feel I’ve gotten to know you over these months. Even though I didn’t know your real name, and who you really were, I saw parts of the deeper you.”

      “Are you saying you’ll waive the requirements you gave your deputy?” He smiles hopefully.

      “Yeah… I am.”

      He leans in, ever so slowly, and cradles the back of my head with his hand. He doesn’t pull me to him, which would make me bolt. He comes to me. What a nice meeting. Hell, yeah!

      His lips encourage my response. In turn, my response stirs him.

      It compounds, unabated until I briefly come up for air. “Would you like to find somewhere more private?”

      “How much more private do you want? It’s completely dark, there’s no moon, and Nikki is away for the evening.”

      “You know she’s away without being told?” I jokingly hiss.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “I like it,” I admit.

      Under my shirt, he gently runs his fingers down my back. My skin responds, my whole body responds. “I guess this is private enough, after all.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s interesting how my chronological method of getting to know a guy before sleeping with him just evaporated. I won’t over-think this. I’m not worrying about another woman, or any woman he may have. I’m living for the moment—and it feels right. This is different somehow. Sorry, Deputy Ken. I changed the rules.

      Much later, I revive myself. It’s getting chilly out here on the picnic table.

      I need to phrase this without scaring him off. “Would you like to come to the house?”

      He rolls toward me, touching his lips to my ear, “Yes, I would,” he whispers.

      Hallelujah.
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            The Day After

          

        

      

    

    
      In some movies, after an amazing night, the girl wakes up alone.

      The sky is beginning to lighten. But before I open my eyes I know he’s still here. The weight in the middle of the bed, and his body heat tells me so. Yup, he’s right here, on his back, with his hands crossed under his head.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” he rolls over to look at me.

      “Hi.” I’m thinking about reaching out and touching his chest. I don’t, because it feels presumptuous. But then, considering he’s in my bed, I think it’s okay.

      So I do. Wow, really wow. He’s defined, solid and warm. If I’m not careful, I’ll fall hard for this one. Last night I ignored my rule of first getting to know him. I may have to repair my heart, but in the meantime, I’ll enjoy him while I have him.

      “I’m getting a nice view, too,” he raises an eyebrow while looking under the sheet.

      By reaching my arm out, it allows him to see straight down to my waist. I swallow a touch of embarrassment and decide to change my destiny. I’ll follow my desire and won’t hold back. He said he likes my strength, and he didn’t run for the hills when I told him I was an officer.

      What I’m thinking about doing is pushing him to his back and straddling him. He wouldn’t expect it, and it will be fun to see how he likes a strong woman. What the hell… I go for it.

      I put my hand on his shoulder expecting to push him back.

      Except he doesn’t roll over like I thought. In fact, he doesn’t move. His morning-after dreamy expression changes from open, to slammed-shut. Oh no, he thinks I’m pushing him away.

      I have to fix it, fast!

      I launch myself on top. We’re so close to the edge of the bed, I have to shove my foot to the floor to keep from falling over. “Don’t think you can escape that fast.” I smile and lean down to kiss him.

      Thank heavens he’s a quick thinker. If he can change his plan of attack in combat, he should be able to in bed.

      Wrapping both arms around my back, he rolls us over, away from the edge.

      He looks down at me, with a questioning expression.

      I fix that by propping myself up on my elbows and kissing him. “Sorry, I’m a bit clumsy.”

      “I’m OK with that—you’re also sexy,” he ogles me and grins.

      He is the hottest man I’ve ever, um—had. It isn’t just his fitness, it’s his attitude. While intense, he’s taking life as it comes, not stressing over it. It’s like he knows he can handle anything. I like that kind of man… one with skills to handle common problems. And uncommon ones, too.
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        * * *

      

      The sun is fully up. It’s a work day with code enforcement. I can make it if I leave in the next five minutes. But I don’t want to! I want to lie here and enjoy this. If I dash out the door, it will vanish. I have a day of banked overtime. So I quietly reach for my phone and text my boss that I’ll be taking today off. There, it’s done. There isn’t a problem, they know we have our personal lives, and if there’s nothing urgent at the office, it’s fine. Ahh. Wonderful. I change my phone’s do not disturb time to much later; in case someone thinks they need to call me.

      I glance at the man in my bed. He’s awake.

      Rolling onto his side he asks, “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving!”

      “Would you like to go out, or do you prefer your own cooking?”

      “I’m not at my best in the kitchen.”

      He laughs. “Does that mean you’d rather eat out?”

      “Not really. I get tired of restaurant food, especially omelets. They’re either saturated in butter, or have too many onions and green peppers.”

      “You can have them leave out peppers and onions,” he suggests.

      “I know. How about if we have omelets here?” I pause, “I mean, scrambled eggs done in a pan, or the microwave, with cheese and stuff.” I’m not sure what kind of stuff I have.

      “That works for me,” he smiles.

      “Are you always this easy going, or is it the afterglow?”

      He laughs again, “I’m pretty easy going, as long as I get my way.”

      “Oh, that sounds like most men.”

      “I’m kidding. I eat healthy, but I was thinking we might want to stay away from public places until this dies down.”

      “I’m fine with that, as long as it doesn’t mean you’re saying that to several other women, to keep us all hidden.”

      “Not a chance. I’m too busy to be interested in multiple ladies.”

      I hate this topic; it’s time to change it. I usually start feeling jealous and annoyed. I’ll bring back the lightness.

      “Glad to hear it. Let’s make our way to the kitchen. I’ll text Nikki that you’re here.” I roll out of bed.

      “You have a great body, you know that?” he sounds throaty.

      “Thank you, I try.” Lord knows I try. I’m crazy-careful about calories. That’s the only way to stay slim.

      I’m not thrilled about walking around naked, so I rummage through my drawers, and slip on a shirt and jeans. “I’d offer you a t-shirt, but it won’t fit.”

      Once I’m dressed, I text Nikki. “Remember the guy with the white Pegasus tattoo? He’ll be making breakfast with me this morning. I don’t know about the rest of the day. I’m not pushing it.”

      I open the bedroom door, and there’s Cami, my tortoiseshell cat. Oops, she was locked out all night. “Sorry, I forgot.”

      “Kitty.” Quinn bends down to say hi as she comes over to introduce herself.

      “You like cats?”

      “Yeah. Mom likes to feed strays. It was my job to put out food. They got pretty friendly.”

      He passed my cat test. That’s nice to know.

      Nikki replies: “Yeah, I knew you had a thing for him. I’ll be out for several hours, the house is yours.”

      “Nikki alright with me being here?” he queries.

      “Yes, see,” I hand him the phone.

      He smiles.

      Yup, my interest has been building. He has an uncanny ability to be everywhere at the right time. Plus, his skills are amazing, and I don’t mean just in bed. I hoped he was former military or law enforcement. It seems he’s both. I like talent, and men who are above average, way above average.

      I open the fridge. “Ohhh. This doesn’t look good.”

      “What?” He peers around the door.

      “I’m out of eggs. Nikki doesn’t eat them, so I can’t borrow any.” Now what?

      I stand here, pondering, and beginning to stress-out.

      My happy morning is falling apart. I have nothing to keep him here. “Soup?”

      “Are you talking homemade, or from a can?”

      “A can. I’m sorry, it looks like the fridge is bare.” My stress is building.

      “Don’t worry. I can eat later.”

      He sounds like he’s alright with going hungry, but I doubt that. Looking at his physique, it didn’t get that way from starving himself.

      I try to bounce back to my perky self, “I’d like to feed you. Maybe you’re stirring my feminine qualities.”

      He tugs my arm from the handle, letting the door close. Then he steps into the empty space. “Don’t worry, it’s really okay.”

      “I have protein powder, peanut butter and apples. I can make a good shake…?” it comes out like a plea.

      He laughs. A real laugh. Then he sighs and says, “Sure, let’s have one. Then we can go somewhere I know we’ll eat well.”

      “Are you sure you want to be seen with me?”

      “Heather wouldn’t be caught dead in my part of town. I know the area. Remember, I grew up there. I know the streets and who runs them. That’s where we met—while you were driving around, sticking out in that big white truck of yours in the middle of the night,” he chuckles to himself, remembering.

      “Thanks for helping get Monica’s cat back! Looking back, it was fun, though you were a loose-cannon.”

      “It required me to act the part of a young drug dealer. I couldn’t deviate, or it would blow months of work. You threw a wrench in it.” His brown eyes go darker. “I didn’t want you hurt, but you kept getting in deeper. Especially when the crazy dealer found you to her liking.”

      What she really wanted was me. Ugh.

      I don’t hold it against him for letting me get deeper into her clutches. He was under cover, and I was just a fun girl looking for a kidnapped cat.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t like that I left you after her Kentucky dinner. Of course, I knew the police were coming, but I had no idea the other gang was going to attack. That was an unknown.” He looks down to his shirt covering the scar on his chest.

      The scar I hadn’t asked about because I hate to be one of those women who are impressed by scars. So now I know. It isn’t a horrific scar; I think he got lucky. Of course, a few inches lower and it would have been a different matter.

      “I couldn’t wear Kevlar. It could’ve been really bad,” he remembers.

      “I didn’t go to your funeral. I saw the obituary online and felt sad for you and your family.”

      He pulls me into his arms. “Freddie didn’t have a family, and my mother didn’t know what I was up to.” He brightens up. “Come on, let’s talk about something better.”

      “Right, like the two guys who broke in the house, while I tried to run them over?” That’s another interesting conversation.

      “No… come on. We’ll have a shake, then see what someone with a restaurant can make for us.”

      “Oh, is he a good cook?”

      “Yes, but you may not like traditional Mexican. Though she can make anything taste good,” He proudly says. “Her restaurant is in the heart of Lompoc. Those are her customers.”

      “Oh.” I have the horrific image of pieces of tripe in a stew of pork, garbanzo beans, and green peppers. I’m beginning to feeling sick.

      “You should see your face!” He has a good belly-laugh, slapping his thigh with his palm. “Don’t worry, I won’t subject you to anything like what you’re thinking.”

      “How do you know what I’m thinking?”

      “Sweetie, I’m trained in interrogation. Plus, your expression says everything.”

      He called me sweetie. I wonder if this is an after-sex term he uses, or if it’s something more.

      “I’ll try to be brave.” I’m never brave with my food. I can’t handle slabs of steak, or whole fish with eyes. Anything that looks like the animal it came from makes me squeamish.

      I press blend to swirl my apple, peanut butter, and whey protein. That’s more my style. But for this man, I will visit a traditional Mexican restaurant, and hope he’s as aware of my eating habits as he seems to be.
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        * * *

      

      As we step out the door, it occurs to me I may be doing the driving. “Where’s your car?”

      “It’s behind the shed by the pond,” he has a bright smile.

      “How did you sneak it up the driveway in broad daylight?” I was sitting outside. It’s in plain view.

      “I didn’t take the driveway, I took the long way around.”

      “Huh, I didn’t know there was a long way. I’ve never monitored that side of the vineyard.”

      “That’s how I creep around; by being in unmonitored areas and looking inconspicuous.”

      “You’re like a chameleon. Each time you’re different.”

      “Yep.” One word says it all.

      “I wonder if I should be concerned.” I look at him, squinting my eyes for effect.

      Is this his true self, or one of his personas?

      He looks thoughtful.

      I let it go, as we walk down, past the barn to the shed by the pond. I would never have looked here.

      “This is a nice car. Doesn’t it make you stick out?”

      “Yes and no. When I was transferring Aquamarine’s laundered money, I needed to look the part. I’m still acting as the same character while they’re running loose.”

      “I won’t expose you while wearing this wig.” I’m wearing my messy, brown-haired one. “At the rate I’m using these, I should probably buy a few more.”

      “I can show you how to change your look using the same ones. You can dye them if you don’t want a whole collection.”

      I slump low in my seat, to be less obvious, just in case. I also see him frequently checking the mirrors and keeping an eye on our surroundings.

      After crossing the 101 in Buellton, I sit upright again. They won’t come this far out of town. The roads are less traveled, and there are fields on both sides for mile after mile. Memories come back from when I wore the wire for the Sheriff’s Department. It’s a strange twist to be with Freddie once again. I prefer Quinn, but they’re both the same.

      “You’re quiet,” he prompts.

      “Just thinking about the old-days with you,” I look over at him. I feel emotion slamming me pretty hard. He’s something of a bad-boy who isn’t, and a good-guy who pretends not to be.

      He reaches across and takes my hand. He lifts it to his lips and kisses my palm.
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      The old building is made of pink stucco, with the name Valentina’s painted in giant black letters across the front. Purple bougainvillea vines are growing up the sides and over entrance. It’s in keeping with the neighborhood.

      “Is your friend’s name Valentina?” I picture her in red lace and black nylons. Or, she could be obese, and draped in a thick fabric.

      “No, it’s Elisa,” he chuckles. “You’ll be surprised, I promise you.”

      I pull off my wig and fluff my hair. I shouldn’t be concerned about meeting her, I’m an adult, not a young girl.

      We step in the back door, past the kitchen with kitchen smells of meat and frying food. Oh dear. Quinn grabs my hand to encourage me along.

      “Elisa,” he lets go and hugs a woman. I can’t see her over his shoulder. He steps back. “I’d like you to meet Jessica,” he smiles at me. A big smile. “Jess this is my mother Elisa. Also known as Valentina.

      Oh. She isn’t his friend, she’s his mother! And she isn’t at all what I imagined. She’s slim, dark haired, and beautiful.

      “Good morning. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I quickly recover and extend my hand.

      “Jessica,” she looks me over. “It’s nice to meet the woman my son has been talking about.”

      “He’s been talking about me?” I whip a look at Quinn. That sounds interesting.

      “Mom, come on,” he grumbles, and takes control of the conversation before it deteriorates into a discussion about him. “We’re here for lunch, but nothing too authentic for our little wimp.” He lightly pats my shoulder, like he’s pacifying me.

      “No problem. We’ll make lunch any way you like. I think he means you’d prefer less fat, and meat, and more vegetables?”

      “That sounds about right. Thank you.”

      “Go find a seat, I’ll have the guys make something good.”

      Through the kitchen door, out to the crowded dining area… the place doesn’t look like you’d expect from the outside. There are sky lights and plants, lattice and benches. The décor is like a lush Mexican garden.

      Once seated, I can’t contain myself. “OK, she’s not what I expected, and what’s with the exterior vs the interior looking so different?”

      “The building has been here forever. Mom wanted the outside kept traditional. But the inside is for her. It’s like a secret only the insiders know. But everyone in town knows, so it really isn’t a secret.”

      “I have to process this, it’s unexpected. You didn’t let me know she’s beautiful. That explains how she captured the eye of a pilot. I’d been wondering how a dowdy woman could do that.”

      It also explains his dark hair, smooth skin, and nice features under the hard muscles and tattoos. If he were a horse, I’d say he has really good bloodlines.

      We chat about the restaurant and its décor, but stay away from personal subjects. I’d like to know more about him, but it will have to come later. I won’t dig for more. I’m smart enough to let it come in small bites.

      Here comes lunch, carried on a traditional aluminum tray. A bowl of soup is placed in front of Quinn, and another for me.

      I look down, and see plenty of carrots, zucchini and chunks of tomato. It looks fresh.

      I smile and look up—into his laughing eyes. “What? My soup looks great.”

      He points to his, “Right, but mine is traditional,” he grins.

      “How traditional?” I peer across the table.

      He takes a spoon and gently stirs the ingredients. “Let’s see—tripe, and it’s hot and spicy.”

      “Oh.” I carefully stir mine. I don’t see pieces of cow’s stomach floating around. I take only part of a spoonful to taste. Nope, it isn’t hot either. I’m pretty sure it is safe.

      “She wouldn’t do that to you. It’s vegetable,” he looks mildly scornful.

      Yikes, I can’t have him losing attraction this soon. I dig in and chew with gusto. “Delicious!”

      He does the same. “I agree. I love Menudo.”

      “Just so you know, it’s not that I’m a snob. I don’t like shrimp, or lobster either.”

      “You mentioned that before. It’s alright, you can eat your vegetables. You don’t have to build muscle like I do.”

      Our conversation settles down to other topics, like the area, and what it was like when he was a kid growing up in the rough part of town.

      The next course arrives: Two chicken breast tacos with lettuce, slices of ripe avocado, and a chunky mango salsa that looks delicious. I wait for Quinn to be served, then I take a big bite. “It’s good, I mean it’s great!”

      He has four tacos. They’re different from mine. “What did you get?” I inquire between bites.

      “Pork. I like to stay close to my roots. I can pretty much eat anything without getting squeamish. It’s a requirement when out-of-country.”

      “Ah. I was a little wimpy girl who would rather go to bed hungry than eat something she didn’t like.”

      He laughs, “You’re cute. I don’t mind—eat what you want.”

      I think he realizes I’m not on a high-horse, I’m just not a brave eater.

      Elisa comes out and makes her rounds. She’s chatting with her customers and making everyone feel at home. When she arrives at our table, she asks if I enjoyed lunch.

      “It was delicious. I like your mango salsa.”

      “Thank you. I love my kitchen,” she smiles happily. “Would you like anything else?” She looks at her son.

      “No, I’m good.” He looks at me, “How about you, Jess?”

      “It was perfect. Thanks for making non-traditional for me. I really appreciate it.”

      “We’ve grown up eating every part of the animal, but I’m well aware not everyone likes it that way.” She looks at Quinn with a smile. “Like your father.”

      “Yeah, that’s true. I inherited your palate.”

      She heads off to speak with a group coming in the door, and I’m left thinking about Quinn’s dad.

      “Are you ready?” he asks.

      “Yup. Thank you for lunch. It was nice.”

      He smiles.

      We say goodbye to Elisa. He says he’ll be right out, meaning I should go on without him. I guess he has something say to her. No, I don’t assume it’s about me. It never is, when people think they’re being talked about.

      I stand under the shady trellis. It’s kind of nice, like it’s the old, but not too-old, history of Lompoc.

      He comes out with a smile, and his arm goes around my waist. I get a soft kiss on my cheek. Hmm, that’s nice. It shows a gentleness that may mean something. Or may not.

      “Do you want to drive around, or maybe see the mission? We don’t have many tourist attractions,” he gives me a sideways grin.

      “I’ve had problems at the mission in Santa Ynez. Maybe this one is safer. It would be fun to go with a man who can kick ass.”

      “What happens at a mission? Did a ghost scare you?”

      “That sounds fun, but no, an outraged crook tried to make me tell him where the evidence was. I didn’t, so he got violent—very violent. He liked inflicting pain.” I see Quinn’s expression, so hurry to add, “Don’t worry, he met his maker at the end of a horseshoer’s hoof rasp.”

      “Did you learn that in the police academy?” He’s keeping it light, but wants to know.

      “I got lucky. It was in the shed he dragged me in.”

      His expression goes dark. “Tell me what happened.”

      I explain the events leading from when I was with Eric at the neighbor’s summer BBQ. I finish by telling the long version of my fight in the tool shed. I can tell he’s intrigued. That’s another bonus for him. Eric had been horrified. He was always upset about that--It was self-defense, but that didn’t matter to him.

      “I’m impressed. From everything I’ve seen, you don’t fall apart under pressure. You react well.”

      He’s impressed… Yippee! At last, a man who isn’t afraid, upset, or running away from me. And who I like, respect, and am attracted to. I think he makes a decent living too. Though, if I dig under the surface, I may find unusual methods. Being in the Special Forces sounds impressive to a former police officer, but I’ve heard enough to know when they’re sent to other countries, they do things I wouldn’t do. It’s all with the approval of the USA. I’m not going to mention that. It’s above my pay-grade, and I’d be in territory I know little about.

      “How about the mission?” I guess. “Although I could go grocery shopping. As you know, I’m out of food.”

      “Much as I like being with you, I’ll pass on shopping.”

      “Come on, let’s see where the road takes us.”

      As we’re passing through the town, I recognize the condo he stayed in when I was following the GPS I planted under his car.

      “Do you live there?” On the left side of the road.

      “Huh? How—oh yeah. Now I remember, the GPS. No, it’s a place to sleep when I’m working in town.”

      We’re driving toward Solvang in companionable silence. It looks like the market is my only idea. He drives past the sign for the mission. I guess we’re not going there.

      My phone vibrates: A text from Monica. “Can I ask a favor? Will you swing by the ostrich farm and get two eggs? I have a customer who wants deviled eggs for her husband’s 70th birthday.”

      “Important?” he sees me thinking.

      “Not really, but how about if we visit the ostrich farm? Monica needs eggs. It’s on the way and it might be fun.”

      “Sure, maybe I can save your life again?” he reaches across and squeezes my hand.

      “Mmm, I’d like that.”

      Darn right I would, I’d love to see him in action.

      Here it is: The green OstrichLand USA sign. It’s a large, barren lot, with only scrub brush. This is how the valley would look without the vineyards and oaks it prides itself in.

      “You ready to see an ostrich?” his eyes have a gleam.

      “Why do you look so happy?” Am I missing something?

      “Why not?” He parks in front of the shop.

      He gets out and comes to my side to meet me. Has he swallowed a happy-pill, or what?

      I’ll go along with it. Maybe he’s a light-hearted man under all the masculinity.
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      I’m not used to a happy man. Intense, angry, upset—all of those go with the men I’m usually with.  I wonder why. It could have to do with the masculine type.

      But what’s up with Quinn?

      He wraps his arm around my waist and together we enter the shop.

      “Wow, look at the painted eggs. They’re like Fabergé.” One is a white horse intricately painted on a bright blue background. “It’s gorgeous. Some people are so talented.”

      “It looks like my arm,” he pulls up his sleeve showing his white Pegasus.

      “Yes, and it has the same feeling of movement, but without wings.” I look back at the egg. “You know, your tattoo is amazing; the artist caught the essence of him.”

      “Yeah. I think so too,” he looks a bit melancholy.

      I’m not going to say a word, or ask. Nope. I’m keeping my mouth shut. Being too inquisitive may get me booted out of his life.

      Instead, I give him a light kiss on the cheek, then look at another egg in the case. I slowly move over to the feather dusters. No, I don’t need one of those. It’s a lost cause around the ranch. Actually, Nikki and I haven’t discussed house cleaning duties. I guess one of us will have to sweep the floor, eventually.

      “Look at this, ostrich jerky.” Quinn holds up a pack, looking interested.

      “Do you remember, years ago, ostrich meat was going to take over the beef industry. It never did. I think the cowboys got together and spread rumors. I barely remember it.”

      “Do you want to feed them?” he asks.

      “Um, not really. I used to have chickens, so I figure they’re just giant hens.”

      I see them milling around the feeding area. Some people are holding out dustpans of pellets for them to eat. It would probably be fun for kids. They’re like dinosaurs from an era long past.

      I work my way around to the counter to get my real eggs. It comes to $50 an egg. That’s 24 chicken’s worth. I hope Monica can figure out how to cook it.

      “How long do you boil this for deviled eggs?”

      “Based on this size, I’d go for 2 hours each.” The lady says as she’s packing them in a box. “Don’t worry about accidentally breaking them on the way home, that won’t be a problem,” she smiles as she drops a flier in the bag. “This explains how to cook them and how to break the shell.”

      Quinn gets a bag of jerky, then we head out. Standing under the patio cover, he opens his bag and pulls the dark piece apart and offers me a bite.

      “I guess. Thanks.” It’s just a giant chicken. The meat is dark from the leg muscles. I taste a bit. The seasoning is good, but it’s still meat, and not to my liking. I used to love jerky as a kid, but I got away from eating meat in middle school.

      “This is great. I like it.” He sees my expression and laughs.

      He seats me and is opening his own door, when he leans in and starts the engine, so I have cool air. “I’m going to buy a box for when I miss meals while working. Are you alright here?”

      “Yes thanks, I’ll look at my giant eggs.”

      A few minutes later, he’s back out, with a box he puts in the trunk.

      “It beats donuts and trying to find something nutritious at odd hours. Do you know there’s almost no fat, and it’s high in protein.”

      “I guess it beats making a protein shake while on a stakeout.”

      I grab my wig and tug it onto my head. We’re getting close to Solvang, where Heather and Alana may be lurking. I slouch down to make myself invisible.

      “The GPS shows Heather is stationary in Santa Barbara. The other one isn’t working. I don’t know if it’s malfunctioning or if it was found and destroyed.” He glances at me, looking concerned. “I’ll have to check it out. I can’t let them come after you again.”

      “What happened when you ran after Heather, after she crashed the carriage?”

      “She was long gone. The GPS indicated she was in Ventura at the time.”

      “My house is in Ventura.” I hurry to add, “I rent it out for income.”

      “I’ll pull it up and we can see if she was at your place.” He sounds guarded. It’s setting off warnings in his brain.

      “She couldn’t have made it to Ventura that fast. She only had a ten minute lead on you.”

      “I’ll check it out,” a determined look sweeps across his face.

      “I’m most comfortable with my .38, but I have that new Glock too.”

      “You’re one hell of a woman!”

      “Thanks.”

      I still can’t believe he’s ok with my guns! Even Deputy Ken was leery about problems following me. He played so straight, he’s perfect for law enforcement. But Quinn has a few tricks he knows how to use. I don’t get the feeling he walks the Thin Blue Line. Nope, he makes his own path.

      “What are you thinking?” I prompt, to get his valuable opinion.

      “I’ll take a drive to Santa Barbara and see what’s going on. I’ll drop you off first.”

      “Why don’t I go with you? Monica’s house is in Solvang, I’ll bring her the eggs on the way.”

      “Jess, this is more serious than you think. Remember, they’re into drugs and money laundering. Heather did a botched-up job of setting fire to the bakery, but they’re dangerous women.”

      “But Heather was trying to ruin Monica’s wedding. She wasn’t out there with a gun trying to kill us.”

      “That’s true, but I don’t want you seen with me. It would cause too many questions. I’m supposed to be their contact.”

      “I’ll stay low.” I slide down further.

      “How about I drop you at the ranch, then I’ll go look around?”

      “Alright. I understand being with me would blow your cover.”

      “Not entirely, but it would be bad if they did some investigating and learned more about you.”

      I sigh.

      “Don’t worry. This will settle down,” he smiles consolingly.

      He pulls up the driveway and stops at the house. “I’ll see you in, then take off.”

      “Thanks for the nice day. I had a great time.” I lean over for a kiss.

      He doesn’t need more encouragement than that. It’s a good thing the eggs are thick-shelled. They slip to the floor—and I don’t care.

      When we come up for air, his look tells me what I’ve wanted to see from every man I’ve been with—but I haven’t. Wow. It warms my heart.
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      Quinn left to investigate Heather’s car, so I’m heading for the bakery. I have to deliver the eggs, and I’m too stirred up to stay around the ranch.

      “Thanks for getting these. Did you get off work early?”

      “No, I took the day off to hang out with that sexy man who saved you in the police raid.”

      “Oh, so he’s sexy, is he?” She nods, knowingly. “I thought I saw a spark when you were having dinner a few weeks ago.”

      “How does everyone know before I tell them?

      “Because usually you’re irritated by men.”

      I’m quiet a moment, then agree. “Yeah, they are too aggressive and know-it-all. Although, I know a lot of know-it-all women I don’t like.”

      “I think you’re attracted to easy-going men, but they’d better be handsome.” She takes the eggs and rinses them, then carefully puts them each in a deep pot of cool water.

      “Well, yes, I like handsome, but I also want a guy who’s skilled, has a job, has proven himself…”

      “Harlequin Romance.”

      “Fine. Yes.” I agree, what else can I say—yes I like a great man.

      I have a seat and watch her preparing fruit tarts. She’s layering the sliced peaches on the rolled-out dough. “When are your dessert classes starting again?”

      “I don’t know. Now that Aquamarine has been shut down, and my business is back, I may relax.”

      “Plus you have Charlie to go home to…”

      She looks up with a grin. “Yeah, I don’t want to work day and night. As you know, we’ve been talking about online sales. I’ll be back to full time next week, if you’re ready to hit the computer. The biscotti club needs to roll out with a bang.”

      “Fine. Going door-to-door worked well. The posters are up. Do you want Facebook ads, or something else?”

      “I’d like to keep the ad-spend low for a while. How about if you post daily on Instagram and Facebook? Come up with a fun quote and a nice picture.”

      “Ok, I’ll do that.” I have lots of ideas. “How about: Even my horses love biscotti.”

      We chat while I mess around on the sites, adding photos from my phone. I’m working while the eggs cook for two hours. The timer dings, signaling they’re done. Now they both need cooling in an ice bath to make them easy to handle.

      I take a break from the computer and stand next to her, watching her tap the back of a knife lengthways, around the middle. She snaps pieces off the thick shell.

      She says it looks like a dinosaur egg, but it reminds me of a skull I once saw. Its owner ran across the 405 Freeway, but didn’t make it. I don’t bother saying that, it would ruin the atmosphere. But still, I remember these things.

      It comes apart, in mostly, two jagged pieces. She puts them aside—yeah, a skull—and proudly holds the hard-boiled egg in her hands.

      “I’ll slice it to see if it’s completely cooked.” She rinses it off, then slices it in half, like a regular hen’s egg.

      “Wow, look at that—it’s perfect!” I should think so, with Monica doing the cooking.

      “What are you going to put in it?”

      “She wants it traditional. She said her husband loves deviled eggs. She’s made them for the past 60 years of birthdays while they’ve been married.”

      “That’s amazing, 60 years!” That’s almost double my age—and a long time to be with someone.

      “She only needs one egg. So we can make the other into anything we want. Any ideas?”

      “I love mustard, and maybe relish, but I’m not sure. I’ll look up some recipes,” I get back to the computer to search for ‘delicious deviled eggs’.

      “Martha Stewart and Paula Deen both use mustard, mayo and salt. You can either add relish, like Paula, or vinegar like Martha. Maybe a little hot sauce?”

      “Right, I’ve worked out the recipe for the classic. How about something wild?”

      “Hmm, more recipes… Sugar, Tabasco, butter. Paprika sprinkled on top.” I’m scrolling. “Oh, this sounds good… bacon, blue cheese and sour cream. Look at the picture, it has asparagus spears too.” I swivel the laptop to show her.

      “Thanks, my creativity just got a jump-start.” She hurries to the fridge and starts grabbing things.

      Ding, a text from Quinn: Bad news about Heather’s car. She sold it a few hours after the wedding. Can you talk?”

      “Yes.”

      He rings as I step out the back door. “Hi.” I want to say hi, gorgeous. But I play it cool. I don’t want him to feel chased.

      “Hi beauty. I’m sorry. I take full responsibility. She sold the car an hour after the wedding. I feel like I dropped the ball.”

      “It’s not your fault! How would you know?”

      “I take responsibility.” He’s beating himself up.

      “I don’t agree, but I won’t argue. So she has another ride. We’ll have to be careful.”

      “I took back my tracking device.”

      “That’s good.” I pause then change the subject. “Monica boiled the eggs. They turned out perfect. One is traditional, and we’re trying to find interesting ingredients for the other,” I try to sound light.

      “That’s really nice.” He hasn’t finished kicking himself.

      “Would you like to meet later?” I say it softly, kind of offhand.

      “Yeah, I’d like that. I don’t have a job starting until Monday. What time are you free?”

      “Probably a couple of hours. If you come over after dark you can sneak around easier.”

      “Are you sure you don’t have specialized training?” I hear his smile.

      “Yes, absolutely. But it just makes sense to be careful. Maybe you can change your license plate too. Once, I stopped a car with such a good cardboard plate, I couldn’t tell it was fake until I got close.”

      “I like the way you think.”

      I hear the admiration in his voice. He is one of the few men who like how I think!

      “I’ll stop by the store and get… something.” What am I going to make for dinner?

      “That sounds nice. How about 8:00?”

      “Perfect, see you then.”

      I hurry back inside. “Help, I have to create something tasty for dinner. I have three hours.”

      “Is this for Freddie and Harold?”

      “Yes, and his real name is Quinn.”

      She looks up with a start. “Oh, I see. The others were fake?”

      “Well, more like covers.”

      “Are you sure Quinn is his real name? It sounds a bit too perfect.” She leaves the question in the air and gets back to the mixing bowl.

      I feel sick. My stomach goes queasy. Is it possible he’s only telling me what I want to hear?
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      I’ll see what happens. He seems legit—I think. He took me to see his mother. That’s huge, isn’t it? Everything else is in the air. Since he pretended to be Freddie and Harold, I’m sure he has a million fake IDs. He did know about the multi-jurisdiction task force. He also knew inside info about the drug deal in Lompoc those months ago.

      I’m marching the cart around the aisles, forcing down my emotion. I’m focusing on getting the ingredients Monica told me. My head wasn’t functioning, so she gave me a quick recipe for lettuce wraps. It sounds easy and looks fresh like I put in a lot of effort. A win in all categories.

      I also get cat food and cat litter; those are just as important. I know Cami will stay, but I don’t know about Quinn.

      I make it home, drive by the horses eating dinner, and pull up to the house. I’ll be leading rides tomorrow and Sunday, so I’ll have plenty of time with them.

      Nikki is at the counter, having a bowl of soup. I have the grocery bags across both arms, and aim directly for the fridge.

      “Hi. Where were you today?”

      “I went with Quinn to lunch, then got ostrich eggs for Monica. I stayed at the bakery helping do her ads.”

      “Quinn, huh?”

      “Yeah. But—Monica brought up a good point. He changes his name so easily, he may still be giving me a false one.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “It doesn’t feel like it. But he even said he’s a chameleon. I wonder if that was a warning.”

      “Be careful.”

      “I know. He’s coming for dinner at 8:00—I’m making lettuce wraps. I’ll try to get more out of him, without it seeming like I’m prying. I almost feel like going to bed and crying.”

      “Wow, you’re hung up on him, aren’t you?” she puts down her spoon, and stares.

      “Yes.” There’s nothing else I can say.

      “I’ll make sure to hide in my room so you can have privacy.”

      “Thanks. I’m not sure if I’ll bring it up, or go down the path and see how it turns out.”

      “I bet he’ll get pissed off that you don’t trust him.”

      “Most people would. I wouldn’t if they explained it well enough.”

      “I guess you’ll find out.”

      He knocks promptly at 8:00. I didn’t hear a car, nor did I hear him step on the porch. He must be in stealth-mode.

      “Hi.” I open the door with a smile, but I don’t know what to say.

      “Hi.” He squints at me, then his eyes survey the room. He stays quiet.

      “There’s no one here. Well, I mean—Nikki is in her room, but nothing is wrong,” I stumble through that.

      He steps inside. Damn it, I can’t even fake a hello. He is extremely aware. What would he have to gain by lying to me? Sex? Adoration? Pretending to be a former Special Forces guy turned super-secret cop… I’ve heard of men who do that.

      “What’s wrong?” he softly asks.

      I can read the care on his face. I think.

      Oh shit. I don’t know how to ease into it, but I’ll try. In fact, that’s a good way.

      His face is void of expression. He’s alert for anything.

      “I’m falling for you. I like our common backgrounds. You are interesting, talented, skilled, accomplished,” I stop rambling on his good traits, and continue. “Maybe I’m feeling vulnerable because my friends can see I like you.”

      I look from his face to his feet. My eyes now seem stuck at the floor. “Today, I was asked if I think you could be still using an assumed name.” I don’t say lying to me. “I know you’re a master of disguise. I hope you aren’t—bullshitting me.”

      I stop. I could keep going on, but he gets the point.

      He’s quiet for several moments that seem to stretch to eternity. Then he takes a long breath and answers, “Quinn Morrow is my real name. Elisa is my real mother. There is nothing I’ve said to you in recent days that isn’t true.” His smile looks a bit sad. “I am not the normal man. My job entails taking risks and trusting no one. I’m letting down my guard with you because I believe you’re a woman who I…” he stops, searching for the right words. “I feel something for you I haven’t felt with anyone else. I’m willing to take the chance with my safety, and my heart.”

      I’m amazed. He didn’t react with anger. He was thoughtful and worked through my concerns. A truly unusual man. Oh hell, is he too unusual? Has he practiced this with women?

      I’d better squelch my fear and look at what is standing in front of me. I read people reasonably well.

      “I’m sorry about my concerns. Once, someone told me a bunch of lies…” I stop a second. “Make that two-someones told me a bundle of perfect lies. They lived the lie so long it almost became their truth. The way I feel about you, it scares me to think I could let it happen again.”

      “I don’t need to lie. I’m glad you’re impressed by what you see. I’ll put you in touch with a few friends who will verify who I am.”

      He sounds straightforward. I’ll take a chance—since he is not pretending outrage.

      “Thank you.” Keeping it simple, that’s all I say. I’ll let it go and enjoy his company this evening.

      “Is that dinner that smells so good?” he sniffs the air, changing the subject.

      “Yes, good guess. I made lettuce wraps. Come on,” I take his hand and lead him to the kitchen counter. We still don’t have a table and chairs, so we use the counter.

      I busy myself with serving and moving platters around.

      “I made two types. Mexican with ground turkey, avocado, olives and cilantro,” I take two from the platter. “And Asian with soy flavor, bits of red pepper, and onion. I added cashews. I’m not sure if they’re Asian or not, but I like them.”

      He watches me while I put the two on his plate. Plus I pour half a glass of Sauvignon Blanc for each of us.

      I sit next to him and finally look in his eyes.

      “Thank you.” He takes my chilly hands in his warm ones. “I swear to you, I am telling the truth. You have nothing to fear that I’m not who I say.” He looks directly in my eyes, with a tone that sounds like a captain speaking to his men.

      They believe him. I believe him.

      I heave a deep breath and squeeze his hands. “Thank you for not getting upset.”

      “Those who get upset often have something to hide. They get angry to deflect the question.”

      “Sure, but some people would get upset on principle.”

      “They’re letting their ego get in the way. I’m smarter than that.” He touches my cheek. “Ready to eat?” He changes the subject for the rest of the evening.

      “Yes!”

      Our conversation stays on easy topics. We finish the bottle of wine. It is a nice pairing with the spicy wraps. It also calms my concerns. I know it’s a drug, and I’ll use it as such. It’s good to reduce anxiety.

      It’s after 11:00, we’re still sitting here, and the conversation has ended. The meal has long gone. It’s as though neither of us know how to take the next step. Either he leaves, or he joins me in my bedroom.

      I have to invite. He can’t ask. It has to come from me.

      “If you don’t have to get up early, would you like to stay over?” There, I did it.

      “Yes, I’d like that.”
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      If a glass of wine helps me relax, then a night with Quinn makes me feel as though I’m floating on the calm, blue sea.

      And then, my alarm jolts me awake. End of the calm sea. I have to give the horses breakfast.

      “I’ll be right back. I have to feed. It’s Nikki’s day off, and I’m leading the 9:00 ride.”

      He unwraps himself from me. “Should I wait?”

      “I always find something that needs my attention. If you’d like to join me, you can see what I do. Do you have work today?”

      “I’m between assignments. I need to go to the gym, but that’s all I have on my schedule.”

      We head out to the haystack. He pulls down a few bales from the top and lets them drop to the ground. It will save me climbing up there tonight.

      He even wheels the cart around the pasture as I toss alfalfa flakes to everyone. Nikki has been buying and selling horses since her separation from her husband. I’d better alert Quinn to him.

      “It’s usually peaceful around here, but sometimes things happen.”

      For the next two hours, we discuss the interesting things that have come my way since moving here. It doesn’t even occur to me that he may find it unsettling to be with someone who is a shit-magnet for danger. He accepts me as I am. That’s refreshing! He also seems to think I look cute in jeans and a t-shirt. He said I have nice hips! That’s amazing. I’ve been through a few men who want bigger boobs and smaller hips. With the horses, I wear a sports bra, so they’re smashed to my chest. I wear them everywhere, so I mostly look flat. Maybe the relationship is too new for him to care?

      “Would you like to come on a ride? Don’t feel you have to.”

      “Thanks, I would. I’ve ridden, I’m not great, but I stay on.”

      He helps me saddle the seven horses for the riders, plus Bunny for me, and Cory for him.

      Cory is quiet, but is big and gorgeous. “They used him in a movie a few months ago.”

      “He’s a star!” he laughs.

      “So am I, but only my back.”

      “I’ve been a lot of places where they never saw me at all, but I made a difference.”

      “I bet. You never get credit for your secret stuff. At least you’re well paid.”

      “I am now. Back then, I wasn’t, but we did it to be the best.”

      The best of the best. That’s impressive. I hope it’s true. It’s not that I disbelieve, it’s just that there are so many wanna-be’s, also known as liars. It’s easy to say I used to be a SEAL or Delta Force, and no one but someone in the unit would know. I keep going back to what he showed those times with the task force, and in the house when he shot the killers. He has to be real… Damn it, please be the real thing!

      The cars arrive with my riders. I demonstrate how to stop, go, and turn their horses. Then I get them in their saddles, and ride into the foothills.

      I mostly lead, but also stop and wait for riders to catch up. There is a photo op that is breathtaking, overlooking miles of vistas. Everyone gets a photo, even Quinn. But, at his request, I only take his back. I’m fine with that.

      We stop for a few minutes in the shady oak woodland, then ride up the hill to another vista point.

      “It’s beautiful here. You’re so lucky to do this,” a young girl says.

      “Yes I am. I have a pretty good life!” I glance at Quinn’s profile. He’s looking to the west. Yes, I’m very lucky.

      The ride ends with happy customers. Quinn helps me tie the horses to the stalls and loosen their cinches. Next, it’s time for the wine tasting. I carry out the bottles and glasses.

      “The grapes in this wine were grown in the very same vineyards we rode through. The Cabernet is by the road. Remember the group of bicyclists that went by—the vines are right there.”

      “This is so exciting. Did you make the wine?” a lady asks.

      “No, this is from last year. The next harvest, the new owner will be making her own.”

      “A woman winemaker? That’s impressive! Are there many around?”

      “Yes, more and more. It takes knowledge and experience, but it’s like anything else—if you have a passion for it, and work hard, you can succeed.”

      A short while later they head back to their cars. It was a nice group, very enjoyable.

      Quinn has unsaddled the horses for me. He’s handing out carrots to their eager mouths.

      “Oh dear,” I stop and stare.

      “I thought I’d give you a hand with the saddles. I’m sure they’re not on the right stands, but I had to guess.”

      “I really appreciate it. That was very thoughtful.” I stop and stare. “I have—another ride.” I chew the inside of my cheek. “In ten minutes.”

      “Shit,” his expression is full of embarrassment.

      I hurry up to him. “I’m sorry, I want to be thankful. I am thankful, but can you help get them back on?”

      “Damn—yes. I should have asked.”

      “Please don’t worry, it’s an easy fix. I don’t imagine you want to go again?” I ask.

      “I will if you want me to.” He doesn’t let me know either way.

      “Do you want to? Otherwise, I’m sure it’s not your favorite thing to do on a day off.”

      “If you won’t be upset, I have other things I should do.”

      “Please, do your own thing. I don’t want to force my horse lifestyle on you. It only backfires.”

      We finish re-saddling five as the next cars arrive. Each horse has their fill of water from the bucket tied to the stall bars. They’ve had a break while I gave the tasting.

      Quinn grabs me in a tight hug. “I had a terrific time with you. I hate to leave.”

      “Me too!” I hesitate. “Can I have your number?” I don’t have it, and he pops in when he wants.

      “Of course. We’ve moved on, haven’t we?”

      “Yes,” I pull out my cell and enter it in favorites.

      Our kiss is short, since we don’t want the customers to be shocked. He heads toward the gully behind the barn. Oh right, he has to get his car from the shed.

      The day ends with me sitting at the picnic table as the sun is setting. It was a great day. The groups were fun, they left tips, and Quinn gave me his number. I think he may be a boyfriend. Or, am I jumping ahead too fast? He stayed overnight, I met his mother, and I know more about him than he usually tells people. Does that mean what I hope it means?

      Ding, a text. I excitedly pull it from my jeans pocket. Darn, it isn’t him.

      “Hi. Tony is missing. Can you help?”

      Who is Tony? I don’t know a Tony. I’m not interested in investigating anything.

      I reply, “Sorry, I don’t know who Tony is. I don’t do investigations, but thanks for thinking of me.”

      “This is Alyssa. Tony, you found him at the casino, cheating on his wife.”

      “Oh, yes, that Tony. Your number didn’t come up.”

      “I’m using my other phone. Can you find him? He never showed up at the airport.”

      “His wife needs to make a missing person’s report. I wouldn’t know where to look.”

      “There’s a small problem.”
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      “What’s the problem?”

      “His wife told me she got a call from the girlfriend. She said the goons are after him, and they’re hiding in the canyon.”

      “That’s pretty vague. What canyon?”

      “She didn’t say. But will you look for him? I’ll pay you.”

      “No, I’m sorry. There are thousands of acres of hills and canyons. Plus, I don’t want to get involved with the goons chasing him.”

      “I’ll double it,” she insists.

      “Alyssa, you could triple it, and I wouldn’t be interested. Why do you care, anyhow?”

      She doesn’t text back immediately. It stretches to ten minutes. Yeah, why does she care?

      Ding, she’s back: “His girlfriend is a friend of mine. I introduced them. I feel guilty about it.”

      “Oh, that’s why. And his wife?”

      “She wants to clear this up so she can move on with her life.”

      “Have her hire someone to follow the trail. I don’t want to get involved with that kind of danger.”

      “Alright. Can you suggest anyone?”

      “Not off hand. I’ll sleep on it and let you know.”

      “Thanks.”

      Is she nuts—she thinks I’ll trailer the horses to the south side of the valley and ride around trying to find those two? Oh yes, and the Reno goons will be hot on our trail.

      I may be a shit-magnet, but I’m not a stupid one!

      What a laugh. Well, it’s cooling down. I’ll feed the horses, then head to the house to see about dinner. I can text Quinn, without seeming clingy. It’s an end of the day text, so it’s Ok.

      “Hi. I sat at the picnic table watching the sunset, now I’m heading in for dinner. I hope you had a nice day.”

      He immediately replies, “I’m getting a job up north. It looks like I’ll be away for a week. Shall I stop by before I go?”

      “Yes!”

      Wow, that’s nice, he wants to see me. He could have said he had to go, and goodbye.

      “How late are you up? I’m leaving at midnight. Is that too late for you?”

      Oh boy, that is late. Since I want to show him I care, I’ll have him come by. “I’ll leave the door unlocked, come in.”

      “Don’t shoot me.”

      “I’ll put the gun out of reach.”

      “See you at 0045 hours.”

      “Roger.” If he can speak military, I can speak police.

      I settle down to a plate of left over lettuce wraps and turn on the Hallmark Channel. Boy, I’m turning into a romantic.

      Nikki comes home and fills me on her day. She spent a few hours at her attorney’s getting things prepared for her divorce. I tell her about my day and let her know Quinn will be dropping in on his way up north.

      By 10:45 I’m fading. I go to bed and get some sleep before he arrives. I don’t know how long he’ll be staying. I make sure to brush my teeth extra well.

      I toss and turn but can’t sleep. The anticipation is keeping my brain from shutting down for the night. I don’t hear his car drive up, but I hear soft treads on the porch. He’s here! Should I get up and meet him, or lie here, looking inviting?

      He’s taking a while. Noises are coming from the kitchen. Is he raiding the fridge?

      My door bursts open, hitting the wall. A flashlight sweeps the room, blinding me with the intensity.

      “What the hell are you doing?” That accidentally pops out of my mouth.

      “Run!” Nikki screams, and is immediately silenced.

      “That’s her!” a man’s guttural voice declares as the beam settles on my face.

      I’m blinded, and all I can do is roll off the bed. My .38 is stuffed in my shoe at the foot of the bed. I usually sleep with it under the pillow. But I didn’t want to chance waking out of a deep sleep with Quinn coming in the room.

      Immense hands grab me and pull up like I’m as light as a doll. “Where is Tony?” He’s squeezing my arms, cutting off the blood supply.

      “I don’t know.” My brain hasn’t engaged. I can’t go from drowsy to deadly in two seconds.

      “You know. You’ll tell us, or you’ll both regret it,” the bulk in front of me speaks.

      “I don’t know. Wait a minute. They told me he is in a canyon by the airport.”

      “Where did you hide him? Tell me,” I can feel his breath on my face.

      “I don’t know. I, uh. I was hired to follow him to see if he was cheating on his wife. I found him with that platinum blond. That’s all I know.”

      “I don’t believe you. I heard you’re going to pick him up.”

      “I’m not. I told them I don’t want anything to do with it. Your news is wrong.”

      “Lady, don’t tell me my news is wrong. It’s the best, and you’re in no position to say that.”

      The one holding Nikki says, “I’m sure you remember more than you’re telling us.” He does something to her and she screams, but his hand must be covering her mouth.

      The light is directly in my face. My eyes are closed, but the intensity is too much. I feel the heat from the bulb a few inches away.

      My arm is going numb. His thumb is digging into my brachial artery.

      “Maybe you’ll tell us to save your friend?” growls the guy who has Nikki. He smothers her squeak.

      “I don’t know anything. I told them I wouldn’t look for him. I don’t know him. I didn’t want their money.”

      I feel the pressure release on my left arm. Suddenly he slaps my cheek, spinning my face over my right shoulder.

      It nearly knocks me out. I can’t think. My mind won’t focus. I can’t feel anything. I’m blacking out.

      “Wake up, stupid,” his voice is shouting at me. He shakes me like a rag.

      They turn on the overhead ceiling light. I recognize the two debt-collectors. These were the men in the elevator.

      “She remembers us.”

      “Doesn’t matter. She won’t say nothing to no one if she knows what’s good for her,” he hisses.

      Nikki is sitting on the bed next to me. We’re both at the foot of the bed, facing the two standing men.

      “What are you going to do to us?” Nikki whispers.

      Damn it. I hate it when victims ask that. It puts you in such a vulnerable position. The asshole has all the power. He will lord it over us now.

      “What do you think?” He’s toying with her.

      She doesn’t reply.

      “I asked you a question,” he bellows, leaning down to her face. He grabs her hair and gives it a yank.

      “She doesn’t know anything.” I shout at him.

      “No, but you do!”

      “I don’t. Check my phone. See the text. I said I don’t know anything, and I’m not going to help them.”

      The one big guy looks at the other. “You’d better be right,” he snaps.

      I have to provide my thumb print to unlock it. He scrolls to Alyssa’s text. He’s quiet for a moment. “Yeah, it looks that way.”

      “So you’re telling the truth...”

      Whew.

      “But we always leave a reminder not to fuck with us. Don’t we?” he looks at his friend and smiles.

      My body goes cold. A chill washes over me like a violent wave.

      “I’m generous. I’ll let you choose between a broken kneecap, or an elbow—we like joints.”

      I can’t even get away. They’re standing two feet from me. I can’t kick him in the groin—I don’t have leverage. Hell. What can I do?

      “Answer me!” He leans down and slaps Nikki, causing her to fly backward.

      I react instantly. We’re both going to die, or be badly hurt, so there’s no point making it easy for them. I go for the big one in front of me. I leap to my feet. I ram my first and second fingers into his left eye and try to scoop it out. I feel the warm, moist eyeball breaking free.

      A gunshot shocks me into inaction. Suddenly, he twists me around, and throws his massive arm around my neck. His hand is holding a knife, cutting into the skin under my chin.

      “Drop the knife,” Quinn hisses. He’s standing in the doorway with a .45. He looks completely in control. But his weapon is aimed at me.

      My eyes focus on him. He isn’t looking at me. His concentration is on the man behind me.

      “She dies,” the goon shouts.

      “The second she does—you do. You’ll regret being born.”

      I feel the blade poke in. There’s pain. I remember I can suddenly drop. If it’s unexpected enough, I may get out of the path of the bullet. But it has to be fast, without telegraphing my plan.

      I suddenly bend my knees and let myself fall. I only get a few inches before I hear the second shot.

      His body jerks, pulling me backward. The floor comes fast and hard. My ears are ringing. His arm lets go of my neck. The knife drops away.

      Quinn is pulling me away from the goon, dragging me to my feet. He doesn’t say anything as he walks me toward Nikki. She’s sitting on the bed, hunched over, hugging herself. The other man is at her feet, not moving.

      “Come on, Nikki,” he scoops her up with his other arm, moving us into the living room.

      “Are there any other suspects?”

      “Not that I know of,” I reply.

      Nikki isn’t speaking.

      “I’ll be right back. Don’t shoot me.”

      He pulls out his cell and phones 911. I hear him outside as he’s looking around. He turned off the porch light, to help his night vision. He comes back in, going to my room, turning off the overhead light.

      He returns to sit between us. “The police will arrive in a few minutes. Are you alright in the dark?” He wraps his arm around me.

      I answer a quiet, “Yes, the darkness is a friend.” But that’s all I can say.

      Nikki is numb. He lightens his hold on me to lean over and pull her to him for security. He says something to her, then I hear murmuring from each of them. I lean a bit closer to his warmth. I’m in a t-shirt and undies and feeling chilled to the bone. My mind has stopped. I only see the scene playing out, over and over.

      Headlights shine in the window. Cars are at the end of the gravel driveway. Quinn’s phone rings. It’s the responding Sergeant. I hear them requesting we come outside, unarmed.

      “I’ll be in the middle, a male Hispanic, 5’11, 185 age 35. I’m wearing jeans and a black t-shirt. There are two women with me.”

      “Come on, girls, we’re going outside.” He gets ready to stand, moving us to our feet, and then toward the front door.

      “Put your hands up,” comes a shout.

      We comply and wait for the officers to come forward. While one searches, the others have their weapons drawn and pointed at us. Quinn is searched first. “Where’s your weapon?”

      “It’s in the living room, just inside the door.”

      Nikki and I aren’t searched, since they recognize us. I don’t see which deputies are here, since we’re in their headlights, and they’re concealed.

      “Ladies, I’m sorry about this. Come on through.” We’re waved toward them.

      “Who is in the house?”

      Quinn answers. “Two deceased males in the master bedroom to the right of the main living area.”

      “Where are their weapons?”

      “I only saw one. I left it inside the front door with my .45.”

      “My .38 is in my running shoe at the foot of the bed.” I speak up.

      “With the suspects?” One of the deputies asks.

      Quinn answers before I get a chance. “They won’t be using her weapon.” He steps closer and puts his arm around me.

      I’m coming back to normal. I’d like a jacket and pants, or something to cover my bare legs. The air is a chilly 50°.

      The deputies form an entry team. Their headlights are turned off, so as not to illuminate them. Quinn is watching with interest, but I tug him and Nikki to the engine of the patrol car. It’s wonderfully warm when I lean against it. It’s been driving all night and idling for the past few minutes.

      I’m too overwhelmed to care how they tactically enter the house. Several go to the front door, and the back of the house. Flashlight beams flash around for several minutes. I see them checking the master bedroom through the gap in the curtains. They’re moving through the living room to Nikki’s room on the other side of the house.

      One stops to look at Quinn’s weapon at the door. He picks it up and strides out of the house. Another deputy grabbed a couple of blankets on his way out. He is silhouetted by the interior lights.

      Coming down to the cars, I see it’s Ken. He comes over to Nikki and me with his gift of warmth. We each wrap ourselves in fleece.

      He looks at Quinn with his arms still around both of us. He is squinting his eyes, wondering.

      The sergeant approaches us, and the questioning begins.

      It starts with, “Who are those guys and what did they do.”

      Quinn squeezes my shoulder as a signal, so I begin with a brief summary of following a man named Tony, which led to meeting the two suspects in the casino elevator. I go on to explain that I was waiting for Quinn, and they came in the unlocked front door. They first went to Nikki’s room, then came to mine. I briefly recount the climactic events.

      I’m not going into deep detail, because that’s what the homicide detective is for. I’m sure he’s already on his way.

      I see a deputy with a crime scene log. He’s getting the names and unit number of the deputies on scene. Some of them leave after talking about what they would have done in our situation.

      Ken nods at me, “Jess, are you alright?”

      “I guess so. Thanks.” I’m leaning against the car, still absorbing its heat. Quinn puts his arm back around me, sending a signal to the other man.

      I see it’s understood.

      “You have her tonight,” he nods at Quinn, then me, and walks toward his unit.

      “Old flame?”

      “It never burned too bright,” I hold him tight. He has nothing to worry about.
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      By 0300 hours Detective Kay has examined the house, the suspect’s car, and the entire scene. The CSI team is probably scouring the rooms, with cameras, print powder, and evidence bags. They’ve already patted our hands for gunshot residue and sealed the answer in little jars. Since a shooting was involved, it means there’s more evidence collection.

      He comes down to speak with us at the barn. I’m warmly dressed now, having dug around in my horse trailer for shoes, jeans and more clothing. Nikki is in my too-large clothes and shoes. We’re finally warm.

      An officer has been sitting with us. We aren’t allowed to speak about the incident. They don’t want us comparing and adjusting our stories. At least we’re not in individual interview rooms. I’d hate to be treated like a suspect.

      The three of us are at the big table just inside the wide, sliding barn doors. The deputy is standing guard.  At least the lights are on, making it look like a friendly barn, as it always does. I suppose that’s a small comfort. Quinn is sitting next to me with his hand on my leg. Nikki is on the other side. We haven’t been saying anything. We don’t have the energy for small talk, and we can’t say anything meaningful.

      “Hello Jessica. You’re up to your neck in shit again, I see.” Those are his first words to me.

      “Yeah, I’m afraid so.” That’s all I say until I know what kind of mood he’s in. He can be temperamental, though he was friendly the last time I saw him. He’s something of an old-school cop who doesn’t believe women belong on the police department. I’ve proved him wrong, several times. I wonder if he remembers adjusting his thinking.

      He has Nikki move a few yards away from us, “Please tell me what you first remember.”

      “I was reading in bed when the two men burst through my door.” She stops and looks scattered.

      “Was the light on?” he prompts.

      “Yes.”

      “That may explain why they went to your room first. They probably saw it under the door.” He makes a note. “Did they say anything?”

      “No—not then.”

      She’s stuck again.

      “When did they say something?” Det. Kay softens his tone.

      She looks at me and speaks louder, “I feel awful. I told them. I’m sorry Jess. They said ‘Where is she?’ and I told them.”

      I shout back, getting a scowl from the Detective. “That’s Ok, they would have found me anyhow.”

      “Did they do anything to you?”

      “The big one had a knife. He was leaning over me, right in my face,” she stops speaking for several moments.

      “And?” he gently prompts.

      “He told me to be quiet and jerked me out of bed by my arm. The shorter guy led the way and kicked in Jessica’s door.”

      The detective gives her a break, and has me change places with her for questioning.

      “What is the first thing you were aware of?”

      I tell him about hearing a tread on the porch and thinking it was Quinn. I stop my explanation at the part where the three of us left the bedroom. I’m allowed to return to the table. My guilt is building. “If I hadn’t investigated Tony, they would never have followed me home.”

      Quinn speaks up, “Don’t blame yourself—don’t go down that road.” He squeezes my leg gently, and I see the compassion in his eyes. At least he isn’t holding me responsible. But I don’t know if Nikki will recover.

      “Well, Mr. Morrow, it’s your turn.” He moves a few feet away, but I hear his voice clearly.

      Quinn begins by asking him to contact the Sheriff of the Santa Barbara County, the head man himself, to verify his own position in law enforcement. Next, he advises him that he has been working with several agencies to close a case. He doesn’t carry any identification under his real name, nor does he show a permit for the .45. Again, please contact the sheriff.

      “Yes, I will. Please continue.”

      “I was on my way to Stockton for a week, but stopped here to see Jess. We had discussed this previously, and she advised me she would leave the front door unlocked. When I rounded the driveway by the barn, I saw a car in front of the house that I was unfamiliar with. Jess would have told me if anyone else was here.”

      Wow, he knows I’d have told him. That already shows confidence in me.

      “I turned off my car and approached inconspicuously. I carried my .45 with me.”

      “You snuck up to the house?” Kay rephrases.

      “Yes. I saw a flashlight in the master bedroom and heard raised voices. Looking through the gap in the curtains, I saw two suspects. The largest was standing in front of Jessica with a knife in his hand. The smaller was grasping Nikki by the neck.”

      He takes a breath to center himself, then continues.

      “The front door was ajar. I carefully pushed it open and looked around for other suspects. I didn’t see any. I took a few steps in, so I could see straight into the bedroom. The overhead light was on. I saw the smaller suspect backhand Nikki, and she tumbled over. He pulled her up and shoved a knife in her face. I shot him once in the head, to save her life. It was my belief he was going to kill her, or cause great bodily harm.”

      He takes a moment.

      “Jessica was fighting with the big suspect. As soon as they heard the shot, Jess stopped fighting. The suspect made eye contact with me and grabbed her by the neck. He produced a knife and held it to the left side of her throat. He shouted that he’d kill her. I told him to drop the knife. He failed to do so after considering my order. Jessica dropped to the floor, as trained to do in this circumstance. At that time, I had a clear shot, and took it. I shot him once in the head. It circumvented the probability of a hostage situation, and him killing her.”

      Damn, so that’s what happened. If he hadn’t come by… Oh hell, it would have been bad.

      The detective asks a few more questions, and that’s it for now. “I’ll get in touch with my boss,” he looks at his watch, “When he wakes up. Don’t go anywhere.”

      “I have to be in Stockton by 10 AM. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind calling the DEA, San Francisco Division, Special Agent in Charge. He will verify my credentials. He won’t mind being woken for this. They’re expecting my prompt arrival.”

      “Alright. Stand by,” he steps away from the table and out of the barn.

      Quinn leans in and softly kisses me. “There, now you know about me.”

      “I’m glad you stopped by. I’m not sure it would have ended so well if you hadn’t.”

      He nods and looks worried.

      While he’s watching me, I flash a look at Nikki. He follows my look. She’s sitting huddled.

      I’d love to stay with his warmth and presence, but I think she needs help. I go sit next to her on the opposite side of the table.

      “Who can I call for you?”

      “I have no one. My parents are gone. My husband is in prison for kidnapping. I wouldn’t call him if he was the last man on earth.” She takes a haggard breath. “I refuse to go back in there. It has bad vibes. I tried to live with it, but not after this.”

      “I don’t blame you. Do you want to stay in town? How about if I call Monica, maybe you can stay with her for a few days?”

      “She’s married now.”

      “She has a guest room. She’s a good friend. We’d do it for her, she’ll do it for you.” I pick up her cold hand from her lap. “Plus, Charlie is our vet. He won’t mind, either.”

      She doesn’t say anything. But I think this is the best plan for the next few days. I’m not sure what I’ll do. I don’t relish going back inside, either. But sleeping in my horse trailer’s dressing room doesn’t thrill me. I did that several months ago, when I first arrived. Now I have enough income to have a real bed.

      Quinn catches my eye. He stands and asks the deputy if he and I can have a word alone.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t let you. You’ll need to ask the detective.”

      “Fine.” He sighs and has a seat on the bench with Nikki and me. “Let me in.”

      Nikki and I move over. He has his arm around my shoulders, pulling me close, holding tight. “You’re doing a great job holding up, but do you want to stay at my place in Lompoc?”

      “I don’t want to compromise your cover. I won’t blend in with my truck. I have to be here to feed the horses twice a day, anyway. I’ll figure out something—or maybe not. Do you have another idea?”

      “I’d take you with me for the week, but that’s not a good idea.”

      “Right.”

      “I’ll ask Monica if I can crash there too. I have a sleeping bag. I don’t want to be here alone. It creeps me out, it’s so desolate.” I snuggle closer. “This time it’s hitting me harder. The thought of everyone driving away and leaving me alone—it’s not working.”

      “Who owns the place?”

      “A Frenchwoman named Jacqueline-Noelle. She’s in France at the moment. Nikki used to own it with her soon to be ex-husband. They sold the ranch when it was discovered he embezzled an account. I had a hand in her finding that out. Anyhow, I’m renting a room here.”

      “You shouldn’t stay out here,” Nikki speaks up.

      “Yeah, I’ll ask Monica if I can sleep on the couch, or something.”

      “I don’t think I ever want to return,” she murmurs.

      I don’t bother trying to dissuade her. It’s too soon for that. “I’m thinking the same thing.”

      Det. Kay returns, looking irked. “The DEA verified your position. You’re free to go. But make contact with me every two days. I may need additional information,” he lectures him like it was a personal affront.

      “You ladies can get a few things. I’ll escort you. It’s still a crime scene. But I will allow you to get something to wear.”

      “Mr. Morrow, I need to book your weapon into evidence until ballistics shows a match on the rifling. I understand you’d like to keep it, but my hands are tied,” he doesn’t sound too upset.

      I squeeze Mr. Morrow’s arm, and he looks at me. I lean over and whisper “I have a Glock .45, compact, if you want to borrow it.”

      “Let’s get moving, people. I have work to do,” Kay tries to rally us along.

      “Thanks for your offer, but I have another. And I’d rather you keep it,” he smiles encouragingly.

      “I couldn’t get to my .38. I’m so glad you were here.” I’m absolutely not used to being so mushy to a man. Usually, I need to prove my strength. There’s no comparison between his training and mine, so I don’t feel competitive.

      “If you hadn’t been waiting for me, it would have been under your pillow. It would have instantly been in your hands. I have faith in you.” His arm is around me.

      I feel like I’m absorbing his strength. I’ve never felt this before. Not just the romantic part, but the mental connection.

      Nikki and the detective go to her room, while Quinn and I stand on the porch.

      I want to let him know what I think. “You’re so impressive, no matter how modest you try to be. I’ll stay with Monica, but can’t wait to see you in a week.” A thought occurs to me. “You said a week, right?”  I don’t want to be too needy, but…

      “Yes, at this point, it will be a week. Things often change, but I’ll do my best to see you before my next assignment.”

      “Ahem, it’s your turn Jess,” the detective motions to me.

      I follow the detective to the master bedroom. Quinn is right behind.

      The bodies have gone. But wow, look at the mess. “I’m not cleaning it up this time. I’m done.”

      My shoes have been moved, and the .38 is gone. “Did you book my .38 as evidence?”

      “Yes. It will be tested as well. It may be several weeks. I hope you can manage without it.”

      “I hate to be without protection for that long.”

      “Maybe you should stay out of trouble,” he snips.

      Quinn’s hand reaches forward to squeeze mine. He doesn’t need to say anything. But I know.

      I look under the bed for my cat, but no Cami. The poor thing is in hiding. I want to take her with me. She and Monica’s cat could get to know each other. I bet the vacuum, and all the other noises chased her out. She used to be a stray, I’m sure she’ll last one night outside with the coyotes.

      I get my cell back. It has print dust on it. They’re letting me keep it. I’m pleased about that. Kay fiddled with it and got the texts from Alyssa collected for evidence.

      I get my duffle bag, and stuff it with jeans, work shirts, and everything else I think I need for a week.

      “You wanna get this show moving?” It’s Det. Kay again.

      I take a last look at the bloody mess. The bullet goes in with a small hole, and comes out with a blast… Yuck, it’ll take a lot of bleach, and paint, and flooring.

      On the way, I stop by the fridge to grab left overs. I rummage through the cabinet for my protein powder and peanut butter. I hear his sigh. “Ok, I’m done.” I advise the irritable detective.
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      The door is locked and yellow crime scene tape is strung across it—like a haunted house.

      It’s nearly 5 AM, and the sun is thinking about rising. The suspect’s car has been towed, the CSI team has gone, and Det. Kay just drove away with a nod.

      I got hold of Monica… she’s up early for Sunday at the bakery. She said absolutely, we can both stay with her for however long we need. Nikki is heading over there now so she can rest somewhere cozy.

      That leaves Quinn and me. He has to get going as well; he has a 4 ½ hour drive. All night, he has kept some kind of physical contact with me. I think that made a big difference. I’m fatigued, yes, I’d love to fall into a nice bed somewhere other than here. But that isn’t happening. What’s making the difference is that I finally feel that I have someone who cares AND that I can rely on. I really can rely on him—he’s shown it several times.

      He pulls me close. “I’m sorry, I have to go.” He moves back a little. “Keep your .45 with you—there’s something magnetic about you.”

      “You mean I’m a shit magnet?” To use that old term I earned on LAPD.

      “I prefer to call you an adventure magnet.”

      “That sounds better, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes,” he pulls me to him once more, holding me tight for a few heart beats. “Call me anytime. I’ll get back to you when I can. Most of the week I won’t have my personal phone with me.” He scrolls through his contacts. “Here’s the number where you can reach me in an emergency.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine. The cockroaches are dead.”

      “As long as there aren’t more in the same hole.” He kisses me once more. “Keep a watch out. I mean it. I’ll call you when I have breaks. Don’t worry about me, either,” he gives a pensive smile.

      “Oh no, you’re in the middle of something big?”

      “Yes, that’s nothing new.”

      “I’ll be waiting. Like the lady waiting for her man to return from the sea. I’ll be watching from my window.”

      A final kiss, and we tear ourselves apart. I step back and watch him drive away.

      Well.

      Well, what? Well everything.

      Well—I have to move on and get over this latest blood-bath, and the fear and residual trauma I’m feeling. I don’t want to stay here, but for now, I will. Nikki is unable to handle living here. I need to work through whether I want to keep leading trail rides, or if I should keep my code enforcement job and find something else part time.

      And, well—I have an amazing man in my life. This one feels right. I don’t have any big, red flags waving at me. Although, perhaps his job is more dangerous than I like…

      I’m not going there. I’ll focus on today. Since it’s Sunday, I have two rides to lead. I’m only doing them to get close to nature, and to help clear my head. I want to be around people in the daylight. I need to start calculating if I want to keep this job, or not. It probably isn’t the job that’s the problem, it’s the location.

      The immediate thing is to retrieve my .45 from its hiding place. It wasn’t in the house, so they didn’t take it for ballistics. I didn’t tell Kay, just in case he came up with a reason for booking it as evidence. I tuck it behind the fly spray and the iodine on the top shelf in the barn. It’ll be safe there, and easy to reach when—I mean IF needed.

      The sun is up, the horses are eating breakfast, and I have time for a nap in my trailer. I’m not stepping foot in the house for a while. I’m a bit overwhelmed. I’ll need to phone Jacqueline-Noelle to let her know. And maybe a crime scene cleaning service. For now, I’m going to see if I can sleep.

      I already miss Quinn. I’d like to text him that I’m taking a nap. But that may be too much. Especially if I send follow up texts that I’ve woken up, having a protein shake, etc.

      I know my brain won’t shut off when I lie down. There’s always left over wine in the fridge. It’s the Cab. I pour half a glass and gulp it down. I’m looking for immediate results. I take my .45 and go lock myself in my trailer tack room.

      I wake three hours later and see I have several texts.

      One is from Quinn! “I’m sending you my mother’s number. I’m almost in Stockton. I made great time, there wasn’t any traffic, and yes, I exceeded the speed limit.”

      His mother’s phone number!! Wow—he’s serious.

      The next is from Alyssa. “Have you reconsidered searching for Tony?”

      “He can probably come out of hiding. The two goons looking for him came after me. They’re dead.” There how’s that for a jolt?

      “Whaaat?” she sputters.

      “Yes, they tried to get me to tell them where Tony is. I have no idea. They got mean and found out my boyfriend doesn’t play games.”

      I’m calling him my boyfriend. Not to his face, but it works for Alyssa.

      “I’ll call Melani and let her know. Maybe if Tony calls her, she’ll tell him.”

      “Fine.”

      That’s all I need to discuss with her. I have five horses to groom and saddle.

      The ride goes well. I can’t forget last night, but I’m appreciating the companionship of nice people. I feel myself wanting to curl up and hide. But there’s nowhere to go, plus, the danger has passed. I have to internalize that.

      By the end of the day, I’m kaput. I put out three bales of hay, broken apart, and figure that will last them until tomorrow evening. I’m going to Monica’s, and I don’t want to come back in the morning to feed.

      Now, were is my little cat? I haven’t seen her all day. Before I stress out, I’ll check the house. I go to each window and call her name. I don’t see her running up, yelling to me. She may be hiding, or she could have come outside. There was too much going on for the coyotes to get her.

      The front door is locked. I should ask permission before crossing the police tape. I call Kay. He answers, “Shoot anyone yet?” He thinks he’s being personable.

      “No, I’m missing my cat. She may be locked in the house. Can I go look?”

      “What does the yellow crime tape say?”

      “Look, I know what it says, but I need to go in. Haven’t you collected all the evidence yet?”

      “Who’s running this operation, you or me?”

      “You are, your highness,” I’m fighting back the sarcasm, which won’t do me any good.

      He’s silent for a moment. “You can open the door and call your cat. Don’t touch anything,” he relents.

      “Thank you. I won’t.”

      I unlock the door and call Cami. I don’t get a reply until my second time. Then I hear a plaintive meow. It doesn’t come closer. I wonder if she’s locked in somewhere. He didn’t actually tell me to stay out. He said ‘Don’t touch anything.’

      So I duck under the tape and step in. Her voice is coming from my room. I already feel creeped out going in there. The bedroom door is open, the house is still light from the afternoon sun. I’ll find her and get out.

      At the door, I get the goosebumps and look at the bed. There is blood splatter across the covers and the back wall. A big pool of it has soaked into the carpet from where he landed. It’s already turned to a rust color, with several flies having a feast.

      I stand here a second longer, reliving it. Then I crack open the closet door and grab the cat as she tries to dart past.

      “Oh no you don’t. You’re coming with me.” I sweep her into my arms, smashing her body to me so I don’t get scratched.

      I stuff her into her carrier, get her litter box and supplies, and get out. The place has an icky vibe. I don’t want to be here at night, or during the day. I’m glad this isn’t my property.

      Between rides, I phoned Jacqueline-Noelle and explained the situation. She didn’t take it great. I mean, she’s a French aristocrat. She doesn’t have this kind of crap in her life. I told her I’d let her know if Nikki would be moving out. We still have 11 horses here, two are mine. She may want to lead rides during the day, but live somewhere else. I’ll make my decision when Nikki’s responds.
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      The cat is howling in her cage on the front seat. I’m motoring down the driveway feeling sad. I’m uncomfortable leaving the horses without someone being here, but I’m sure it will be fine. I hope it will be fine, that’s what I mean.

      I pull to the curb behind Nikki’s truck. It looks like everyone is home. Monica must have closed the bakery at exactly 5:00. Her car and Charlie’s vet-mobile are parked in the driveway. I grab the cat and head up the walk.

      The door swings open and she steps out to welcome us. “You poor thing. Nikki told us all about it.”

      “Thanks.” I smile weakly.

      “Come on, let’s introduce Cami to Nicky. It’s already confusing having two females with the same name.” She locks the door behind us.

      “Right, but you use a baby voice for the cat.”

      Charlie and Nikki come over to welcome me. It feels like home already.

      “You found her, where was she?”

      “In a closet.”

      “You went inside?” Nikki is horrified.

      “I got Det. Kay’s approval. The first thing I saw were the walls and carpet. I couldn’t help but look. I’m glad the suspects are dead, but I won’t be sleeping in that room again.”

      “I’m not sleeping in the house.” she insists. “I’m not going back.”

      Monica is standing still, watching us. “My suggestion is to discuss this over dinner. How about if we lock Cami in the guest room so she can get used to the house?”

      “Ok thanks,” I pick up the carrier from the floor. Nicky the cat has already been examining it. I set Cami free in the guest room, and she slinks under the bed.

      I’ll get food and her cat box and let her relax. Two trips to the truck, and I’m done. My duffle bag is here, and I’m set for the night.

      I follow my nose to the kitchen table, and we begin the conversation over a big helping of lasagna and salad.

      One forkful, and I can tell it’s going to revive me. “I haven’t had anything but a spoonful of protein powder. Thank you for letting me stay.”

      “We love having you two. It will be fun.” Monica hesitates, “Not that the reason you’re here is fun, but we’ll make sure you recover, and figure out what you want to do.”

      “It could be like summer camp,” I suggest.

      After dinner, Charlie clears the table as we talk about the case in detail. He brings a large plate with pastries Monica brought home.

      “I’ll be gaining weight, I can see that now,” I moan.

      “Would you rather not have one?”

      “No. No. I didn’t mean that—it was just an observation,” I quickly reply as I survey the options.

      I already feel emotionally lighter. I’m with good friends in a cozy house. I cat-sat for Monica a few months ago and loved it. I can’t stay forever, but this will be nice.

      Nikki begins. “I’m telling you—I’m not going back to the ranch.”

      “Do you want to sell the horses and quit the business, or take them to the other place you were going to work at?”

      “I’ll do one of those. I don’t know yet. The only way I’ll go there is with a ton of people.”

      “I know what you mean. I was there today with the customers. It was alright, I immersed myself in the horses and the rides. But when they left, it was creepy. I normally don’t mind being alone, but I’m really uncomfortable there.”

      “I’ll make my calls tomorrow and see if I can get a wrangler job,” Nikki takes a bite of pastry and seems to relax when the flavor hits her palate. “Thank you, Monica, for taking me in. I could find a hotel, but I don’t want to be alone.”

      Monica reaches across the table and pats her hand. “You can stay as long as you like.”

      “I fed three bales of hay before I left. That should last till tomorrow evening. I work in Solvang until 5:00. I’m going to haul ass to the ranch, feed, and make sure everyone is alright. Then I’ll get out of there.

      “I’ll call the three places tomorrow. If they’ll hire me, I’ll be gone. If not, maybe they’ll take a few of my horses.”

      “So, it’s really over?” Charlie asks.

      Nikki replies with a “Definitely yes. I’m done being way out there. I need to be around people.”

      “How about you, Jess?”

      “I’m trying not to make any major decisions. I’m going through my daily routine to see if I can recover fast.”

      I stifle a yawn and dread having to go to work tomorrow. If I get a good sleep, I should be fine. Fine-ish.

      We make the decision to continue our conversation tomorrow, same time—same place. Nikki and I clear the table and clean the kitchen. Charlie and Monica head to bed because they are early risers.

      Nikki and I don’t say much while cleaning up. We’re both talked out and drained. My bed is their neighbor’s cot, but it works perfectly for me. Both of us are in the same room, with my cat. I think we feel safe, at least I know I do.

      “Goodnight, Jess,” she whispers.

      “Goodnight Nikki. It’s nice here, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. I never want to leave.”

      “I’m sorry those men followed me home.” I feel sick with guilt.

      “Thanks, but you had no way of knowing. Plus, I guess it was partially my fault. I booked the clients who asked you to follow the man,” she tries to make me feel better.

      “It’s amazing what happens out of the blue.”

      “Yeah, well at least your husband didn’t tie you up in a cabinet in the garage.”

      “I agree.” I stop to change subjects. “So how about if I take care of the horses, so you don’t have to go there at all? I could lead rides on the weekend, if you think you may want to keep the business but live somewhere else.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate that. Do you really want to be there every day, alone?”

      “No,” I snort.

      “I’m doing this to keep both of our options open,” I turn over, and pull the covers up. “Good night, we’ll know more tomorrow.”

      The cat jumps up and settles at my feet. It is really nice here.
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      It wasn’t the softest bed, but I had a great sleep. There’s something comforting about being around friends. Even my gun doesn’t totally help, because I still need to be on guard. I could get a dog, I suppose. Maybe that’s why people have them. They alert you, and supposedly frighten off crooks, though I doubt those two would have been frightened away.

      Nikki is still sleeping. I quietly get dressed. I only have a few blocks to the city building. What an easy commute. I wonder if I should rethink my life too. I mean, I am rethinking it… but this feels great, staying here. Why stress when I can live a more simple life?

      I’m sipping on a cup of coffee from a bakery down the street. I need a little help, so I selected half real, and half decaf. I’d love to go with hot chocolate, but I won’t love the calories. I’ll save them for dessert. Being at Monica’s will challenge my diet.

      5:00 comes around, and I need to check the horses. It takes 20 minutes to get there. I don’t even say it’s home. I’m not sure what it is.

      There are two county-looking cars parked by the house. I’m sure they’re safe. Bad guys don’t drive cars with an E for exempt on the license plate. E is for road-tax exempt.

      To be extra cautious, I call Det. Kay. “Yes, I’m in the house. Come up, I have a few questions.”

      “There in a few.”

      Before he delays me, I load the cart full of alfalfa for dinner, and wheel it out to the pasture horses. Thankfully they’re all acting hungry—that’s a good sign. If anyone was hurt, they wouldn’t be hungry. I look at each one and don’t see any problems. They don’t seem too hungry either. That means giving them tons of hay once a day will work for a while—until Nikki and I figure out what we’re doing with our lives.

      Now it’s time to address the detective’s question.

      By the time I get to the house, he’s standing on the porch. I don’t like his expression; he looks pissed off.

      “Good evening detective.” I’m polite—hopefully that helps.

      “The M.O. of your boyfriend matches that of the Good Samaritan who shot the suspects a few weeks ago.”

      “Yes, I think so too.” I can’t deny that, so I may as well admit it.

      “Do you still insist you don’t know who shot them?”

      “I was in my truck, trying to stop them from getting to the house. I didn’t see what happened inside. They almost shot me in the head.”

      “Yeah, I know all about that, and I know what Nikki said. I believe your boyfriend did it.”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Do you know I’ve been advised to close the case? Tell me how that happens? Who do you know with the power to convince my boss there is nothing left to investigate?” He glares at me.

      “That’s interesting.” I don’t know what to say. I’m sure my surprise looks real—as it is. I didn’t know he had friends in high places.

      “I like to close my own investigations. I don’t want to be told what to do.”

      “Is there a chance of it being murder, not self-defense?”

      “No, but that isn’t the point.”

      “Oh, then I don’t see the problem. Two assholes are out of the way, mere seconds before they could kill. It seems like a win-win situation to me.”

      “You would say that,” he mutters.

      “So why are you here today?” I’m changing the subject.

      “Looking for something the suspect may have left behind.”

      “Haven’t you already looked, or do you mean something else?”

      “My follow up investigation revealed they have long records for extortion. They work for a powerful man.”

      “I wonder if that will be a problem. Do they get vindictive when their people get killed?” I keep adding that they were going to kill us. I need to make sure Quinn doesn’t go for second degree murder, when it wasn’t.

      “I don’t know. I suggest you keep out of things that don’t concern you.”

      “I didn’t…” I stop talking. There’s nothing I can say to change his mind. “I’m leaving now. We’re staying with friends. See you later.” I give a casual wave and turn away.

      I wonder who got involved to clear his other case. Was it for Quinn’s benefit, or is it something else?

      The horses are still happily eating. Since the police are here, I feel comfortable enough to hang around and brush my two girls. They don’t care about being brushed, but it gives me a little personal time with them.

      When the detective comes out of the house, I wrap up my grooming session, and head for the truck. I’m not staying here in the evening, all alone. Nope.

      I head for Monica and Charlie’s. Nikki’s truck is there. I wonder if she came outside today. The other two aren’t here. I open the door to the scent of something good and the beat of country music.

      “I’m home.” I shout over the music. “What are you making” I follow my nose.

      “Hi.” She looks happy. “I’m making chili with corn bread.”

      “It smells great!”

      “I’m showing my appreciation for staying here, so I’m making dinner.”

      “That’s nice.” I lean back on the counter and sneak a chocolate covered almond from the jar. “The horses were fine. I just got back from feeding.”

      “I don’t see how you can go there alone.”

      “The detective was there, looking for more evidence. I left when he did. Believe me, I don’t feel comfortable there, either.”

      “I called both ride companies. One will put me on salary in a month. They’ll buy three of my horses.” She stops.

      I wait for further info. Nothing is forthcoming. “Are you happy with that?”

      “I guess. It won’t pay me as well as having my own rides and place. But…”

      “Yeah, but there are benefits.”

      “Right, like not having to go back to that house, and not having to worry about ride cancelations, the weather, advertising, and all that.”

      “Just remember, if you give it up, it will be impossible to get the ranch back. It has barn, pasture, trails and the view is heavenly. Your horses would be scattered to the four winds.”

      “I know, but I can’t be there. If more people lived there, or we could move in some mobile homes I’d feel different. I’d want a compound.”

      “I can’t see our fancy French woman going for that.”

      “Me neither. So what’s the answer?”

      “I’m not sure there’s a good one at this point.”

      She takes the cornbread out of the oven and slides it onto the stove to cool.

      “So what about you?” she asks.

      “I don’t know. I’m kind of waiting for your answer.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what to do.” She takes off the oven mitt and gives me her full attention. “Jacqueline-Noelle wanted us there to keep an eye on the place. She likes you.” She gives the chili a stir, then turns around with a bright expression. “Why don’t you take over the rides? I’ll sell you the horses, you can pay me whenever—there’s no rush.”

      I stand here, contemplating. It would be an opportunity. But what about that house? Though, I could rent out two rooms to policemen, or a gigantic man—who is always home.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I think so. I just thought of it. I like the idea. I could walk away and not feel guilty about the horses.”
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      I head to our room to wash up. The door is open. Cami is cowering on the bed with Nicky staring at her. It looks like Monica’s little cat is strong minded. Poor Cami is afraid to move.

      “Nicky, leave her alone.” I pick her up and deposit her on the back of the couch.

      When I return to our room, Cami looks relieved. “You poor little girl. I’m sorry, you’ll have to deal with it for a while.” I’m not sure how long a while is.

      I take a nap for an hour to revive.

      Monica and Charlie arrive within a minute of each other. He usually goes to the bakery after he has finished his rounds. It’s now after 8:00; that’s a long day for them both.

      I head to the kitchen and see the table is already set. The hot pot of chili is on a trivet. Bowls are at each setting, along with big wedges of cornbread.

      “Wow, I feel spoiled!” I look at Nikki with awe.

      “Thanks. I’m making sure they like me staying here,” she quietly tells me.

      Charlie comes out, freshly showered, with wet hair and a clean scent. He got rid of the smell of dirty horses and medicine.

      Monica comes out in shorts and a top. She only had baking scents, but this must be more comfortable.

      Nikki stands by the pot ladling bowls full. When she sits down, we dig in.

      And the fun begins. It’s like a family dinner, but we all get along. Charlie tells us about suturing a mule who cut her leg, and that blooms into the full story of her strange family. Being a vet, he’s in the middle of their lives. He hears about their financial, romantic and emotional problems. By the time he leaves, he was told the wife has a boyfriend, the son is selling meth, the daughter is pregnant, and the father invested in Bitcoin and is watching the cryptocurrency market every waking moment.

      “I should have bought Bitcoin when it was .50 cents, but I was in vet school, and didn’t have money.”

      “I was on the police department and thought it was lousy a way to lose money.”

      “I was baking and never heard of it.”

      Nikki doesn’t answer right away. We look at her.

      “That reminds me, I bought a few coins when it was $100. I wonder what it’s worth now.”

      “You’re the only person I know who made money. Except you have to sell it to make the money. It could drop tomorrow,” Charlie is helpful with his new found knowledge.

      “I don’t know how to cash it out,” she’s stumped.

      “Find out!” I raise my voice. “You’re sitting on thousands of dollars!”

      “I’ll get my phone.” She dashes off to our bedroom, and quickly returns with it.

      A search tells her it’s worth around $20,000. “This changes things. With the sale of the condo, and this money, I can do something dramatic with my life.”

      “In what way?” We all look interested.

      “I don’t know.” She’s perplexed. “This gives me the opportunity. I could sell the horses and be totally free of responsibility.” She looks at us. “What do you think?”

      The conversation moves over to Charlie and Monica. They’re thinking of getting a place with room for a big garden and home-orchard, as well as pastures for him to rehabilitate horses. They’ve been working together to expand the bakery. Ever since the scare from Aquamarine, Monica has been giving evening classes, and starting her biscotti of the month club. They want to move forward with these exciting goals and plans.

      “Me—I’m in a holding pattern, and I’m not looking to accumulate anything. My advice is to decide what you want, but to also save for the future.”

      Nikki is either finding herself free, or lost, depending how she feels at the moment. “This is my chance, but I don’t know what to do.”

      “Give it a few days. You can stay here for a while.” Monica says.

      “Do you need help at the bakery? Jess really likes working with you.” Nikki inquires.

      “I just hired two girls in college. Jess is working Tuesdays and Thursdays. I don’t need anyone at the moment,” she apologizes.

      Something is mulling around in my brain. “I wonder if you temporarily took my two days at the bakery. I’d lead rides on those days, and on the weekends. It would keep the ride business afloat.

      “And still do code enforcement the rest of the week?” Nikki asks.

      “Working seven days a week isn’t sustainable.” Charlie sets me straight.

      Nikki brightens up. “Actually, that’s a great idea. I’d love to try the bakery twice a week. You can lead rides on the weekend and keep working for the city. Have Tuesday and Thursdays as your days off.”

      “We’ll lose customers if I don’t have more riding days.”

      “It’ll all go away if you don’t want the business. I’m not going back to the ranch,” Nikki insists.

      “You’re sure about that—you weren’t, before dinner?” I question.

      “That was before I found out I have 20K in Bitcoin!” She smiles her first in the past two days.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m lying here, wide awake, wondering what I’m getting into.

      I agreed to let Nikki work my two days at the bakery and I’ll lead rides on the weekend. But where am I going to live? Am I going to buy her out?

      At least I have tomorrow off.

      As I check the time, I get a text from Quinn: “This case is going well. How are you? Do you like being at Monica’s?”

      “Nikki won’t be going back to the ranch. She offered to sell me the horses and business. I’m not sure I want it.”

      “I can’t help you with an answer. Would you be alright living there?”

      “I’m not sure. I’d want more people around. It’s so desolate.”

      “I’m late for a meeting. Talk later?”

      “Yes. Thanks.”

      He has a meeting at 11:30 at night? Don’t go there, Jess. Just because you know a lot of men who collected multiple women—in the form of wives and girlfriends, it doesn’t mean he’s doing the same thing. He’s an honest man in the middle of a DEA operation. That’s it—period.

      I wake when Nikki is getting ready for work—for my bakery job. What should I do with my future? It’s too soon to take a giant step like buying her business with nine horses, then rent the ranch from Jacqueline-Noelle. Its way too much for me.

      I still can’t sleep. I’m only pretending, so I don’t have to discuss the ranch with Nikki. She finally leaves, and I pull up the calculator. Ranch rent: $2000 a month. Hay for her 9 horses and my two: $2200. Then assorted other things: electricity, water, problems, vet, and horseshoer.

      I’m looking at thousands a month in costs for a job I’ve only known about for five months. It’s not like it was my lifelong dream. There’s my answer. No thanks.

      I text Quinn: “I decided against buying the trail ride business.”

      Then I roll out of my cot and dress for the day.

      I’ll check on the horses since I don’t have to work.

      So I gave up my two days at the bakery, but I’m still leading rides on the weekend. I’m not sure how to handle this. I’d rather work at the bakery and skip the rides. I will have to let her know I won’t be buying her business.

      I head out to the ranch. Driving down the long gravel road, it looks quiet, and clear of unwanted guests.

      The horses are fine, no one got hurt in the night. I toss in lots of hay. I’m not sure if I’ll be back tonight.

      Ding: A text from Quinn: “What are you doing at the ranch? Yes, I’m following the GPS on your truck.”

      “I’m glad you’re watching. I’m feeding the horses while it’s still sunny and warm.”

      “Do you actually think it’s safer when it’s warm?”

      “Ha-Ha, cute. No, but I think it’s perceived danger. The real danger has passed.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure. I’m doing some checking on our two suspects. Do what you need to do, then get out of there.”

      “Hell. Are you trying to give me a heart attack? I’m driving out now!”

      “I see your truck moving. Stay alert and keep your .45 handy.”

      He sends another: “You need a CCW permit.”

      “Yes, that’s a great idea. I never needed one before. I hope I don’t, now.”

      My gun usually stays at home. I’m now taking it with me to the ranch when I feed. It means it travels around in the truck with me. I’m supposed to unload it and have the bullets separate from the weapon. But since I don’t have a trunk, it makes that impossible.

      Let’s be reasonable. If I need to protect my life, I need the gun now, not in two minutes, when I get the magazine from behind the seat, slide it into the weapon, rack in a round, and fire.

      I haven’t even made it to the road when two more texts come in.

      Alyssa: “Someone beat up Tony’s wife. They still want the money. She’s desperate for you to find him. Name your price.”

      My mother: “Hello dear, I’m on jury duty for a murder trial. It’s more exciting than my favorite mystery book. I’ll update you when it’s over.”

      “Mom, have fun.”

      “Alyssa. I wouldn’t know where to begin. There are millions of acres to search. Would you like me to put you in touch with some off-duty policemen?”

      “I guess so. Melani is scared they’ll come back, like said.”

      I send a text to Ken to see if he knows anyone at work who wants an off duty job.

      His reply: “To look for the guy the suspects were chasing?”

      “I’m just passing along her contact info. The pay is great. Maybe your highly trained brother wants to look, or someone else you know.”

      “Thanks for the info. So, you’re seeing that guy, Quinn?”

      “Yes.” That’s all he needs to know.

      “You found him fast—didn’t give my sheets time to cool.”

      Oh wow! He’s getting snippy. It makes me feel cheap. But before I react, I’ll look at it another way… Maybe he’s jealous.

      “You have your other girlfriend. It didn’t feel right to me.”

      “Do what you have to do,” he replies without clarifying anything.

      I don’t miss him. I like some things about him, but Quinn blows my socks off.

      I’m parked with the windows down, at the end of the driveway. I glance up as a black sedan slowly drives past. The two men look my way and stare, as I stare at them. The men aren’t like wine tasters, but the car looks like a black limo sedan, like are everywhere.

      So why am I getting goosebumps?

      Because something doesn’t feel right.

      I get my .45, the bullets, and combine the two.

      The car doesn’t stop. They may not be after me, but they’re losers. There is something bad about them. I should probably leave. Jacqueline-Noelle needs to get her security guards back. I’ll call her while I’m making my hasty exit.

      “Hello, this is Jessica calling from the ranch.” I begin. “I’m sorry to advise you, but neither Nikki nor I will be leasing the house and facilities. I’d like to, but it’s too much for me, alone.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I like you girls.”

      “We still have our horses in the pasture. Would you be willing to rent it to us for another month so she can get her horses sold?”

      “I’ll give it some thought. I’ll look at my other options.”

      “I’m driving away now. But I also wanted to let you know it looks vacant, and maybe you should get security to keep an eye on the place.”

      “I’ll do that. Thank you for the update.”

      So that’s done. I’ve said no to the ranch. Now I’ll see where the road takes me.
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      I can always board my girls at a stable and rent a room. I’m fine, financially, as long as I keep working.

      Nikki and I text briefly, and I let her know I’ll shop for dinner. Since we’re bumming a room, we need to pay our way with services. So I swing by the market and pick up lettuce and ground turkey for lettuce wraps. It’s not that I’m in love with them, it’s that I know how to make them, and they were well received by Quinn. They passed the test.

      I pull in the market. It’s in Santa Ynez, on the main road by the Casino. I’ve lived here for months now, so I feel like a local, so I can tell who doesn’t belong. Visitors look wide-eyed and get excited over our usual things.

      I rarely stop in the beauty aisle, but I’m out of conditioner. My hair flies away and tangles without moisture. I’m looking for something inexpensive. Let’s see…

      “Psst. Psst,” someone is whispering to me.

      Oh great—it’s that platinum blond, Tony’s girlfriend. What’s she doing here?

      She steps closer, her eyes darting up the aisle. “Remember me, I’m Nicole. We were at the casino.”

      “Sure I remember. How’s everything?” A simple answer when I know everyone is looking for them.

      “Not good.” She comes closer, hunched over with a baseball cap shoved down on her head, and her hair tucked up. She’s in baggy jeans, and a black, oversized jacket—obviously not her own clothes.

      I keep a bland expression and wait for her to elaborate.

      “I’m sorry, what’s your name again?”

      “Jessica.”

      “We have a big problem. Some bad people are after us. You were so nice in the casino—do you know anywhere we can hide?”

      Oh boy. I don’t want to be seen with her. That’s why the goons followed me home, because they thought I knew where they were.

      I stop looking at the hair conditioner, take a step away, and advise her. “Those men followed me home, and were going to do something terrible before killing my friend and me. I don’t want to be seen with you.”

      “I’m sorry, I had no idea! But I have to get away from Tony. I don’t want to die because of his gambling.”

      “I’m not getting involved.”

      “Please! I was going to color my hair in the bathroom. Can you help get me away from here?”

      She looks so fearful. She’s pleading. How can I heartlessly walk away?

      “Where is Tony?” I don’t see him.

      “Out back, by the dumpsters.”

      “Are you trying to get away from him?”

      “No. I’m trying to stay alive. They’re trying to kill him. They’ll kill me too, unless I can to get home and sell some investments.”

      “I nearly died because of talking with you, I don’t want to get involved,” I step back.

      “Please,” she jumps forward and clings to my arm. “Please help me,” her voice is panicked.

      It’s easy to see, its real fear. She smells unwashed, she looks haggard, and her face is gaunt and without makeup. She was nice to me in the casino. She isn’t a nasty woman. If I leave her, she could die.

      I take a breath, “Fine. Buy your dye. I have to pick up some things, so give me a few minutes. When I’m in my truck, come out and get in. I’ll figure out where to take you.” Boy, I hope this isn’t a mistake.

      She looks like I just saved her life. “Thank you!”

      I’ve lost interest in the conditioner, but I have to get tonight’s dinner. My mind is scrambling for normalcy. I hurry down the produce aisle for lettuce and tomatoes, then to the meat section, and pull off a pack of almonds hanging on the end of a row. Finally, blue cheese rounds out my list. I don’t even know if this goes together to make a cohesive meal. My mind isn’t focusing on food. It’s in flight mode.

      While waiting to pay, I’m looking for anything suspicious. I don’t see her, neither do I see anyone who doesn’t belong—like anyone deadly, or creepy looking. Outside, I don’t see black limos, or angry men. I take the long way to the truck. The lot looks completely normal, with the usual flow of people and traffic.

      I get to the truck, unlock the doors, start the engine, and wait. But not without wondering if I’ve lost my mind. I don’t feel good leaving her to be attacked by more angry men. But…

      She sneaks up. In the passenger mirror, I see her hunched down, alongside the truck. The door opens and she slides in and closes it. She squeezes onto the floor.

      I click the doors locked and back out of the space. I don’t know which way to go, so I’m driving slowly.

      “Thank you.”

      “Is Tony waiting for you to come back?”

      “No, I went out and told him I was getting help. I didn’t want him to worry, but I have to get away.”

      “Did you tell him you were going with me?!”

      “Of course not. I’m not dumb. I told him I found someone to help me.” She stops to reconsider. “Ok, so, I am dumb, but not that dumb.”

      I don’t see anyone following. “Where do you want to go that’s close?”

      “I don’t have anyone to call, and I don’t have money.”

      Oh, that means she stole the dye? That’s great. Now I’m the unsuspecting getaway driver.

      “Can you take me home? I’m not the problem, Tony is the one.”

      “I don’t have a home. I’m staying with someone. The ranch is empty, but the police are all over it, looking for clues.”

      I’m not taking her to Monica’s. In fact, I question why I am taking her anywhere.

      “Can you find somewhere I can hide? I need to make some calls, but my phone is gone.”

      “I’ll take you to the ranch where the men were going to kill us. Before you wonder about my sanity, my boyfriend shot them when they pulled out their knives.”

      As I glace down to see her reaction, she looks up. “Oh. You’re taking me there?”

      “There’s nowhere else. You can stay in the barn. There’s a bathroom, a cot, and fridge. Is there someone I can call to come and get you?”

      “Thank you, but no. I don’t have anyone. I’d get a ride, but I don’t have it set up with a Visa card. I thought Tony was a great catch. It turns out he has a big problem.”

      “Do you know he’s married?”

      “Yes. His wife is a nasty woman, she is spending all his money. He’s going to divorce her as soon as we get back to Napa. He said he made a mistake marrying her, but he loves me, and wants to spend his life with me.”

      Oh dear. I think he adjusted his story. Should I say something, or stay out of it?

      I can’t sit here and not tell her. I’ll word it carefully.

      “I would check his story. His wife may not really be like that. It may be her money.”

      She’s silent a sec. “I don’t think so. He inherited it from his parents.”

      “What did they do?”

      “They had a string of oil change shops across the country. They made a fortune and left it to him when they passed.”

      I guess a Google search will tell me if that’s true.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely, positively.”

      Could Alyssa be wrong about her friend having money? Maybe it’s Tony’s.

      “What did he say when you said you were leaving?”

      “He looked surprised that I’d leave him. It may put a crimp in our marriage plans. But he may not make it, and I don’t want to die too.”

      “Do you know why someone wants him, or you, dead?”

      “Yes, he finally told me—he owes half a million dollars to a dangerous man. He got a business loan and can’t repay it. His inheritance is tied up. He only gets $10,000 a month, and that’s hardly enough to live on. I don’t know what his parents were thinking. His attorney is trying to break the trust to access more money.”

      I’m silent as we leave town. Someone is lying. And since when is 10K a month hardly enough to live on? Not in my world.

      I’d like to know before I get too deep—like I’m not deep. Well, I’d like to know if some of it is true. I’m on the road to Los Olivos. I’m keeping to the more populated streets. I pull over and take out my phone.

      “What’s his last name, and his parents, and the name of the oil change places?”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Finding out if he’s lying to you a little, or a lot.”

      I punch in her info, and lo-and-behold… There is a Tony Stanton who is the son of Ed and Sylvia Stanton who founded Ten Minute Oil Change. There’s a lot about the family, including their son Tony. I scroll and find info about his wife, Melani. She also has money—a boat-load of it.

      “Alright. It looks like he’s telling the truth. I don’t feel right leaving him behind the market.”

      “Neither do I, but he told me to save myself, that he would find a way home.”

      “It doesn’t make sense that a rich man can’t get home,” I muse.

      “His money is tied up. He can’t get 500K. He can only get 10 grand a month.”

      “Why doesn’t he ask his wife? She has the money.”

      “She won’t give it to him. He begged her. That’s why he’s leaving her; she won’t even try to save his life.”

      “Yeah, well I’d have problems giving $500,000 to a man who gambled it away.”

      We’re now at the corner of Highway 245 and Edison. I’ve been watching my mirrors. I don’t see anyone tailing us. I make the turn.

      There is no one following us. I even stop and wait a few minutes. She’s quiet, crouched on the floor, resting her head on the seat cushion.

      I proceed down our driveway and to the barn. No one is here, and the crime scene tape has been removed.

      “We’re here. You can get up.” I turn off the engine and get out.

      She is struggling to get circulation back in her legs. “Thank you,” she says as she looks around. “It’s nice out here.”

      It was—before we got terrorized. I don’t say that. There’s no need to keep badmouthing them, but here I am letting myself get dragged back in.

      “Alright, who can I call to get you out of here?”

      “Tony told me his friend’s number. I memorized it.”

      I pull out my phone with my finger hovering over the face. She tells me, and I press the green button.

      It’s the law firm of James Matheson. He answers. I hand her the phone.

      After fifteen minutes of intense conversation, he’ll send a ride for her. He’s crazy-pissed off that we didn’t bring Tony to safety as well.

      “Jim, she’s doing me a favor. Maybe we can get the driver to take me to the market and I’ll look for him?” she’s quiet, listening. “Yes, thanks. Thanks very much.” She hands it back to me to give him my address here.

      “He’ll rent a driver for us, then I’ll go look for Tony.”

      “You should get your hair done first.”

      “Good idea. Is there a sink?” She looks around, like she’s hoping to find one.

      “Yes, follow me,” I lead the way into the barn, and to the bathroom. “I’m leaving now. Good luck.”

      “Thank you for taking a chance—and I’m sorry they followed you home!”

      “You’re welcome. Take care,” and with that, I return to my truck and drive away.
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      I park at the end of the driveway for a few minutes. No black limos with tinted windows cruise past. So I head to Monica’s.

      My phone rings: It’s Quinn. “Hi Quinn!”

      “Hi beautiful. Don’t take this wrong, but what the hell are you doing at the ranch this evening? You were there this morning.”

      “You won’t like it.” I’m glad he’s monitoring my activities, just in case I need help.

      “When you start off like that, I’m sure I won’t”

      “I went to the market for food for a nice dinner tonight with the four of us at Monica’s. When I was in the hair care aisle, guess who was there? That woman with Tony.” I pull the phone from my ear… he’s shouting. “She was terrified and looking for black hair dye. She begged me to get her out of there.” I stop, but he’s silent. “I couldn’t just leave her. So I brought her to the ranch, after many stops and a couple double backs.”

      “You’re kind hearted, but not too bright.”

      There’s something about the way he says it—it doesn’t ruffle my feathers. Any other man, and I’d be defensive.

      “Fine, but you wouldn’t leave her either. She was so upset in the market. Tony was outside in the back. You’ll be pleased to know I didn’t suggest bringing him too.”

      “I’ve been away for three days, and you’re not staying out of trouble. What am I going to do with you?”

      “Make wild love to me?” Whoa, where did that come from?

      “Yeah, that’ll work.” He stops for a moment. “Things are going well up here, I’ll be back a few days early. Are you alright with that?”

      “Alright? I’m thrilled!” I show great enthusiasm. See—I learned that from my ex-husband.

      “How’s it going at Monica’s?”

      “It’s fun, like summer camp. I love it there. I’m not looking forward to leaving. I haven’t figured out that part yet.”

      “Which part?” I hear noises in the background, he sounds distracted.

      “The moving out part.”

      “Don’t make any rash decisions. Maybe we can figure out something. And stay away from the ranch!”

      “Fine, I’ll try—to stay away from the ranch.”

      “You!” He says with a smile.

      “You too,” I reply in a soft tone.

      “I’ll call you when I can, and I’ll let you know as soon as I’m through up here.”

      “Thanks and take care. I’m sure you’re not immortal.”

      “Thanks. Talk to you soon.”

      That was a nice way to drive home. I pull up to the curb. No one is home. Hmm, I wish they were. It’s not that I’m afraid, but I like the camaraderie.

      I unlock and open the door. The first thing I see is both cats sleeping on the back of the couch. Ok, I know everything is fine. Cami would be hiding under the bed if someone was ransacking the place, or waiting to grab me.

      I put my .45 in the hiding place and start dinner prep. At 7:45 I get 3 texts: one from Nikki, Charlie, and Monica… they’re heading home from the bakery, and looking forward to dinner.

      The table is set, fun music is softly playing, and I’ve even pulled out a bottle of a crisp Chardonnay. This one has less time in oak, so it's crisper, but it has enough mouth feel to hold its own against the spices in the turkey.

      I hear Charlie’s and Nikki’s diesel trucks pull up. I unlock the door and go outside to welcome my friends and help carry things.

      I’m handed a plastic container with pastry. Another with hard things rolling around inside. I resist lifting the lid to check, but I bet they’re liqueur filled chocolates. Wow, this really is the place to be!

      Within ten minutes, we’re seated and served at the table. My lettuce boats look great. We toast to a good day and settle down to talk.

      I’m having a blast listening to Monica describing a new recipe for the upcoming class. Nikki has me laughing over her struggles with a website, and Charlie… he’s just neat to listen to. I’d love to drive around with him on his calls.

      “Sure, I’d love your company. You’re welcome anytime.” He smiles. “What did you do today?”

      Oh. I hadn’t planned on telling them about my encounter with the platinum blond. My hesitation grabs their attention.

      “What happened?” Nikki prods.

      “Well, I went to the market and…” I tell them the story. I also include that part where Quinn may be back sooner than he thought.

      “I tell you, I’ll feel better with him around.” That comes from Monica. “I will always appreciate him for saving me from the gunfire at the bakery. He is a hero in my book.”

      “He saved me twice, in that house.” Nikki comments.

      “He saved me from those enforcers, and I kind of like him too.” I softly smile.

      “I think we can tell.” Says Monica.

      The rest of the evening unfolds like it would with good friends when we were kids on summer vacation. I don’t have a long drive home, so I can have a second glass of wine, and a second pastry too!

      The background music is soft enough we don’t have to shout, but it’s there between conversations. I’m having such a nice time. This is perfect. I don’t want to leave. I want this to go on forever.

      Two hours later, Monica and Charlie are headed for bed. Nikki and I clean up the kitchen.

      “How did it feel at the ranch today?” she asks.

      “I didn’t like it. But it’s nothing to do with the place. The police have gone. It’s so empty. The horses are there by themselves, out in pasture. They’re happy, they have each other.” I perk up, “But I love it here.”

      “I know—so do I. I wish I could stay.”

      “I wonder how they feel about us being here.”

      “I think they like it, but it’s only been two days. We have to be reasonable.”

      “They’re just newly married, but they don’t seem to mind.”

      “I’ll see about getting out of their hair soon. Then maybe you can stay longer,” I volunteer.

      “Thank you. I have no idea what to do. No parents, no husband. Just me.”

      “Oh dear, don’t get upset, stay happy! I’m sure it will work out. You have freedom. You need to explore your options.”

      I hope she thinks that sounds nice.

      “Maybe you can help out at the bakery, even if you don’t get paid. You’ll be around people and it will give you a chance to talk to everyone,” I suggest.

      “That’s a great idea. I can talk all day, and it won’t be on Monica’s dime,” she sounds excited. “Thanks, Jess.”

      “You’re welcome.” I put the final plate away, “I’m going to hit the sack.”

      “Me too. I have an early day at the bakery, talking to customers!” She heads for the bathroom with a smile.

      I’m glad that worked out. Hopefully it’s alright with Monica.

      I text Quinn goodnight. “The four of us had a really nice dinner at home. You were mentioned with appreciation and respect.”

      He’s been around for weeks now. It seems that he really is in our lives—I like that.
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      I’m sitting at my desk in the code enforcement office, thankful for the steady job, without enforcers lying in wait for me. I have solid pay, from working three days a week.

      “Jess, be careful out there today. I just read in the paper that an Uber driver was beaten up and his passenger was kidnapped.”

      “That’s terrible,” I mutter, distractedly.

      “Be on the lookout for a black sedan with Nevada plates.”

      “Whaaat?” That gets my attention.

      “Yeah, it says the car is out of state.”

      “Is that the article?” I jump up and look over my boss’ shoulder.

      “Sure, you can read it. I know you’re on the prowl for crime,” she hands me the paper.

      I read, “The Uber driver said he was accosted behind the market on Highway 245 in Santa Ynez at 4:00 this morning. His female passenger was kidnapped. He said he tried to help the black-haired woman, but that’s when he was punched in the face, breaking his nose. The suspects are described as two big, white males, wearing dark clothes. They drove west in a black sedan that looks like a limo, possibly a late model Cadillac.”

      “Oh no,” I mutter.

      “What?”

      “I brought her to the ranch. The driver picked her up and took her back to the market. I guess I have a phone call to make.”

      “You’re involved? Of course you are,” she returns to her paperwork.

      I pick up the desk phone and call Detective Kay.

      “This is Detective Kay,” he sounds his usual grumpy self.

      “Hi this is Jessica Wilcox. I have some info for you.”

      “I’m sure you have.”

      “It’s about that Uber kidnapping.”

      “Do tell.” It sounds like he’s camouflaging his interest.

      I explain what happened yesterday at the market. I also give him the phone number for her attorney friend.

      “Why did you get involved? Can’t you stay out of things that don’t concern you?”

      “What was I supposed to do, leave her there, crying and afraid?”

      “Did you ever think of calling the police?”

      “No. I didn’t. She appealed to me as a woman. I never thought of it.”

      “For a smart girl, I’d say you’re rather stupid.” If I didn’t know him, he wouldn’t get away with saying that.

      “I guess so, but she just wanted to get home. I didn’t think…”

      “No, you didn’t think!” He steals the end of my sentence.

      “Anyhow, that’s my story. You can add it to the rest of your case.”

      “What is that guy of yours doing?”

      “He’s still working. Have you finished the ballistics? I’d like my .38 back.”

      “I’ll release it to you. We know it was a .45”

      “Thanks. I’ll be in after work, if that’s Ok?”

      “Sure. And be careful. Now they have the girl, they’ll have a direct link to you again.”

      Oh boy, that’s crappy news. That means they’ll go to the ranch. The horses are there, and I go feed every day. They already knew, because their killer-friends were there.

      It also means they’ll follow me to Monica’s. There’s no way to sneak around in my truck. They can watch me from blocks away. So I’ll be moving out. I have most of my things in the truck. I’ll pick up some blankets tonight when I feed. I’ll have my .38 and .45; hopefully two will be enough. I really need a spotlight. I’ll buy one on my lunch break.

      I’m in no more danger than I was a few days ago. I’m simply aware of it now.

      Am I stressed? Yes!

      A text to Quinn eases it a little. Even though he probably won’t respond for a while.

      I go about my day, watching for that black sedan. The problem is, it looks like most wine tasting limos—the designated driver limos. I won’t see the license plate until it’s close, and their Nevada plate can easily be changed out for a stolen California one.

      The day ends. I dash out the door and head for the police station. Det. Kay isn’t there, but has approved the release of my snub-nosed Smith & Wesson.

      The horses need dinner.

      Now that I think about it, so do I. I’ll swing by the market and get some snacks, as well as prepared food from the deli. I tell the guy at the counter I need half a pound of lasagna. I want a powerful meal. And I make it beef, not vegetarian, since I’m preparing for battle.

      Ding a text: It’s Quinn. “You don’t surprise me. I already know you well enough to know shit happens to you. I’ll be back tomorrow night, I’m not sure what time.”

      “I’ll be glad to see you!”

      “Can you survive one more night without me?”

      “Yes. If I have to, I’ll sleep in the police station. Actually, that’s a good idea.” Unfortunately, they aren’t open 24 hours. I’m not used to that, working Hollywood division, or any station in L.A., they never close—ever.

      “Stay safe. I’m thinking of you, when I allow myself the pleasure. Talk tomorrow.”

      So I have one night to kick around. I could hang out somewhere that has a 24 hour guard, but I don’t want anyone else dragged into my mess. I’ll go feed the horses and see if something comes to mind.

      When I get to the ranch, it’s empty. I hurry to the hay stack and drag down several bales. One at a time, I lug them into the cart and pull it to the pasture. Now they have three more bales to keep them happy.

      “I’ll check on you guys later, with Quinn.” I announce to them.

      I find two clean winter horse blankets in the tack room. I grab them, hop in my truck, and get out of here before anyone sees me, or decides the horses would be good hostages.

      All is quiet at the end of the driveway. I pull out, and drive slowly. I don’t know where I’m going. I could stay at a hotel.

      Or I could find a place way back in the hills. That sounds creepy, like I’d be awake all night waiting for someone with a horror mask to jump out with an axe. Like from summer camp, and the ghost stories I remembered for years and years.

      A hotel isn’t safe, either. They can kick in the door. Hell, where do I go that won’t get anyone else involved?

      I find a place behind the semi-abandoned building down the road. My truck doesn’t look out of place with the other work trucks. I’ll call that attorney and see if he has any news.

      Good thing he’s in my recent calls. I can’t recall his name.

      “Matheson,” he answers.

      “Hi this is Jessica, we spoke with Nicole yesterday?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know she was kidnapped?”

      “Yes.”

      “You sound abrupt. Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine. How are you?”

      “I’m hiding out. Now they have her, they may come after me.”

      “Why would they do that—they want Tony,” he thinks I’m a drama queen.

      “Because I got their enforcer friends killed.”

      “Ah, in that case, I’d be careful,” he states flatly.

      “Have you heard from them? I’m calling to see if she, or anyone, can get the $500,000.”

      “Like I said before, the money is tied up,” he isn’t forthcoming.

      “Alright, if you think of anything, I’ll be hiding out until they’re caught, or finished with Tony and Nicole.”

      “Fine,” he clicks off.

      That didn’t get me anywhere.

      Nikki texts, “How are you doing?”

      “Thanks for asking. I’m parked behind that building on Edison, across from the green pasture. I’m trying to be invisible next to all the other work trucks.”

      “I’m sorry. I feel so guilty. It’s kind of like survivor’s guilt.”

      “Don’t feel that way. Things happen. Say hi to Monica and Charlie. I had a lot of fun last night.”

      “It sounds like you’re saying goodbye. You’re going to be Ok!”

      “Thanks. I’ll see what happens. Don’t worry.”

      After that, I eat all the lasagna. It’s pretty good, for being cold. Maybe I’m hungry. In fact, I didn’t have lunch. I was buying an LED spotlight instead of eating. I take a swig of water, then tilt my seat back to digest and relax.

      I have the windows rolled down several inches. I’m parked in total darkness. The crickets are chirping, and the screech owl is making a racket. I hope this means no one is around. My .38 is in my jacket pocket and the .45 is between my legs, ready to grab.

      After a few hours, I’m drifting off. It’s dead-quiet—that’s such a bad name for a peaceful night.

      I check for calls or texts I may have missed. Nothing.

      Tomorrow Quinn returns—that will be good. Maybe he has a plan. I’m too close to the danger to figure this out.
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      The sky is brightening. I made it. I bet I could have stayed at Monica’s, and I certainly would have slept better than sitting upright in my truck, waiting for a gunfight. It’s a safe time to go to the ranch and check the horses. The good news is bad guys, who have been awake all night, usually crawl into their holes at dawn.

      There is only one car on the road, a farm worker. I make a right turn down our driveway and watch carefully for outsiders. It looks fine, just as I thought. The horses have plenty of hay. It’s scattered all over the place, looking wasteful and ruined. A few are eating, some are still sleeping, and the other’s stomachs are so full they look pregnant.

      I can leave now, knowing they’re alright. Horses are so fragile; they can have problems because of eating too much at once and then going for 12 hours with empty intestines. They have a strange digestive apparatus that can flip over on itself—requiring $15,000 surgery, or a vet ready to inject 4 syringes full of pink barbiturates.

      Uh huh, I know, they are money pits. Horse owners live with a fear of phone calls from the stable owner. If everything is fine, the call has to start like this, ‘Blaze is fine. I’m just calling to say…’

      Is there anything else I can do right now? I don’t think so—I’m not going to scrub my room. It’s such a clear, beautiful morning that I’m reconsidering taking over Nikki’s business. Do I really want to buy nine horses? And rent the house? Ugh, no. What am I thinking? I need to keep my life simple and my options open.

      As I get to the road, it occurs to me, wasn’t Jacqueline-Noelle going to have a security company keep an eye on the place? Maybe their idea is a drive-by once or twice a day.

      So, where to? Maybe I should sit outside the police station to wait for Det. Kay, so I can find out the latest info. I’m tired, and my frustration is building. I’m stuck with nowhere to go until the kidnappers are caught.

      Is this how I’m going to live my life… waiting for the assholes to get caught? They may never be caught. Nicole and Tony may not show up—because they’re in a shallow grave in the Nevada dessert. Heather may not return to torment Monica. She may not come after me for capturing it on video. Am I living in fear, or am I being careful until I know the situation has ended?

      I’m going to do something fun… I’ll start with a bakery in Solvang, like I did when I was new in town, before I discovered Monica’s. Then I’ll go to work—a day early. I’m sure it will be fine. It’s still working three days a week.

      I head for my favorite bakery. The one with the old wood beams and brickwork. He has good apple strudel. The apples are hand cut, the spice adds an interesting element, and it isn’t overwhelmed by that sugary goo. This is one of the few times I get coffee. I need the caffeine today. I sit at the wooden table for two, lean back against the wall, and close my eyes as the hot, creamy richness trickles down my throat. This is a great way to wake up. I might make this part of my routine.

      “Well look what we have here.” A gravelly voice comments.

      I’m mentally jerked out of my sublime repose as a big guy sits on the small chair opposite me.

      His face is round, his head is shaved, and he has white teeth.

      “Is the coffee any good?” He smiles pleasantly.

      “Yes. I was awake most of the night. It’s strong and flavorful.” This is a game of cat and mouse. I have to be interesting, smart, and different if I want to come out alive.

      He lifts his forefinger, and says in a commanding voice, “Get me what she’s having.” He doesn’t even look at the owner. He knows he’ll be served.

      Holy shit… he has confidence! That means he has power to back it up. Or he’s pretending—but I doubt that. Not based on his size and clothes. He’s wide, solid, and is built like an ox. His neck joins his shoulders somewhere in the mound of muscle. His tight, black Under Armour shirt emphasizes the width of his barrel chest; it doesn’t leave room to hide a gun—not that I think he needs one.

      My adrenaline is racing. If I say something too soon, it will show my tension. If I wait to let him speak, it shows my confidence. Should I run out the door, or see if he has something to tell me? I’ve been stalked for days, I guess I should find out what’s going on. It’s not like I can hide forever. I’ve been expecting this. If he wanted to kill me, he would have done it at the ranch—right?

      I take a sip of coffee. I know it’s stupid, but I’m thinking he’s not a bad looking man. That doesn’t mean a thing. It isn’t only ugly men who kill. I have to play these games so I don’t get freaked out by this. It’s my coping mechanism.

      He focus’ his attention on me. “You’re hard to catch,” he smiles—a humorous, dangerous smile.

      “Thank you,” I return the look, neither innocent, nor humorous.

      He raises his eyebrows.

      The owner arrives with the man’s coffee, and an apple pastry. “Sir, I thought you might like a Danish as well.” He places it on the table, and looks anxiously from me to the man. Since the man isn’t demanding anything else, he hurries away.

      “That was thoughtful of him,” I comment.

      “So, tell me about Tony,” his eyes drill into mine, ignoring my statement.

      “I’ll summarize it for you. I met a friend of his wife’s on a trail ride. She asked me to see if he was cheating on his wife at the casino. I went there and saw him with another woman which I reported back to the wife’s friend.”

      “How did my business associate get involved?”

      “The five of us were in the same elevator. They must have thought I was a friend. Because after Tony escaped, they followed me home. I don’t know Tony. I don’t know anything about him. We aren’t even acquaintances.” I’m speaking with carefully chosen words. Anything that pisses him off can change the course of my life.

      “And?”

      “And they arrived at my house. They planned on breaking my knees because they thought I knew something.”

      He sips his coffee, watching me. I want to shiver and cringe, but I take a sip of mine. Maybe the sugar will give me energy. I don’t dare have a bite, I’ll choke on the crust.

      He moves his hand in a circular, ‘continue your story’ way.

      “They dragged my roommate into my room. As the bigger one was about to break my knees, I defended myself by jumping on him. My boyfriend came in the door and shot them both to save us.”

      He frowns and has a mouthful of his apple pastry. Chewing and watching me.

      I know the game. It works well. My insides are squirming. I want to continue to defend my innocence. But I keep quiet. Instead, I have a sip of coffee to lubricate my dry throat while I wait for his next question.

      “Who is your boyfriend?”

      Shit.

      “I’m not altogether sure. He became my boyfriend that night,” I smile and give a little shrug.

      “You don’t know who you’re screwing?” He puts is crudely.

      “Well,” I scrunch my eyebrows, looking thoughtful. “We’d met several times before, and I guess he found me attractive. He followed me home. What is it about men who follow women?”

      “That isn’t a good enough answer,” he states, then leans back and folds his hands in his lap.

      He’s giving me space. I lean forward and put my elbows on the table. This gives me precious seconds to think.

      “It’s self-defense. They were going to ruin my legs for something I knew nothing about.”

      “I understand.” He nods. “But this isn’t a court of law. When my associates get taken out by a little nobody and her boyfriend, I am forced to do something—comprende?”

      “Not really. I assume all your cases are somewhat dangerous. I’m sure the people who owe the debt fight back, don’t they?”

      “Not as well as this,” he looks minimally impressed.

      “In that case, I can’t see how it lowers the fear value of your work. Believe me, I’m afraid. I’ve had to change my life and hide out. That’s rather unpleasant for a girl who just wants to ride her horse and live a quiet life in the wine country.”

      “I sympathize, really I do,” his expression is subtly changing. He had been playing with the mouse; now I think the game is over.

      Keeping my eyes on his, my hands grab the little table and shove it forward onto his lap, hot coffee and all. I fly out the open door, turn left and run for my life.
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      The tourists have yet to descend on Solvang. The sidewalks are relatively clear. That means it’ll be easier to catch me. I run like I used to run in school: fast. I sprint across the street in front of a car that has to slam on the brakes. Hopefully that will slow him down. I’m not looking back, I’m just running as fast as I can toward the main drag. There will be plenty of cars, locals with pickup trucks, and hopefully, the police.

      I run directly into traffic, and around the cars stopped at the light. I fall against one, and take the chance to see how close he is…

      He’s close, but I have a good lead—if I can keep it. I start screaming “Call the police. Call the police.”

      I’m looking for someone to get a ride with. No one is opening their doors. That’s fine—I just want the police. I’m staying on the busy main street until they arrive. All I have to do is stay ahead of the goon. The light turns green, but they can’t go fast. They have to inch ahead. He is on the opposite side of a green car.

      “Ok, you win. Let’s talk,” he shouts over the hood.

      I shake my head without saying a word. I’m saving my breath and reaction time.

      I hear a siren in the distance! He hears it as well. He loses his concentration—I’m no longer his main objective. He steps back from the car and hurries out of traffic.

      I need to keep the cars around me. It almost feels like he’s pulling me away from safety. I daren’t follow him until the police are closer. Otherwise he’ll grab me and probably drag me somewhere. Without his large bulk at the car, it moves on—glad to escape from what looks like a boyfriend/girlfriend dispute.

      One of the ranchers motors by in his pickup. “Do you want to get in?” he offers.

      “Can’t. Thanks. I have to follow him.”

      Letting safety pass by, I’m hoping to catch the goon, to save myself problems later.

      He’s walking fast, back the way we came. I lag behind and pull out my phone. It’s deep in my jean’s pocket. I get hold of dispatch to direct the responding units to my location. Oh… no one called the police?! Thank goodness for that ambulance or whatever, because we thought they were coming.

      “I need help. I was nearly kidnapped. It’s Jessica Wilcox, code enforcement officer on foot. South bound 1St from Mission. Suspect is a white male, big like a wrestler. I have to stop talking for a moment to catch my breath. He’s now in a run.

      He ducks into the bakery we came from. Damn it, there’s a back door. He must already know that. I direct the units to respond to the alley behind. Dare I run inside? Is he waiting? I look in the window, but don’t see the owner. Has he been taken hostage?

      I’m in contact with the dispatcher, so I step through the glass door, and take a look behind the counter—not there.

      He could be in the storage room, or he could have run out the back. His car may be there. I hurry out, being careful to give the room a wide berth. A limo-looking sedan is peeling away from the parking space.

      “The suspect is in a black Cadillac sedan the numbers are 375. Going west bound in the alley toward 1st.”

      I take off after it. It may be stopped in traffic, or hit a car and get stuck. I won’t let him get away if I can help it.

      A police unit speeds past me. I hear the engine whine that comes from the driver pressing the pedal to the floor. He’s on the hunt. It makes a left, and I lose sight of it. I stop, and bend over, panting for breath. It sounds like they’re driving in circles. Squealing brakes and the loud crunch of metal into metal tells me one car has met another.

      I get going in that direction. The dispatcher comes on the line to advise me the suspect has a hostage! They are setting up a perimeter and requesting SWAT. It will take a while for them to arrive. So for now, it’s up to the officer who on the scene to diffuse the situation.

      There’s the crash; his sedan T-boned the side of a delivery van, knocking it on its side. There is the goon, with his bicep tight around a small woman’s neck. He’s almost lifting her and carrying her backward. She’s pulling at his arm and flailing her feet. I don’t see a weapon, but he doesn’t need one; he can choke her out, or worse.

      Ken is the only deputy here. He must have been the one pursuing the suspect. I hear the engines of other patrol cars, and the smell of brakes. That’s Deputy Mitch who pulled up close to where I am hiding, behind the truck of a car. He sees me but he doesn’t stop to ask how I’m involved.

      Ken gets on the loud speaker and commands. “Let the woman go. Do you want to add kidnapping to it?”

      The big man doesn’t answer. He keeps looking in car windows and feeling door handles. How is he planning to start one? It’s not as if he has a screwdriver in his pocket. He’s getting closer to Ken. It occurs to me that’s what he wants. Mitch sees the same thing and jumps into his cruiser, leaving the door open with his foot braced against it as he drives.

      He pulls up to Ken, making a V formation with the two police cars. He turns off the car and hurries around the back, to the inside of the V, next to Ken. More units are arriving.

      The goon comes to a stop. The lady is quiet. Now she’s complying.

      “Give me a cop car, and I’ll let her go.”

      No one immediately answers.

      “We can’t do that,” Ken shouts back.

      “You may want to reconsider. I’ll give you the count of three, then I’ll break her arm.” He puts his hand across her wrist in a lock, the precursor to a break.

      The lady starts screaming.

      I’d give him a car, to get her safe—as long as they guarantee she isn’t inside with him.

      “Stand by.” The deputies form a huddle.

      The lady screams again. He’s applying pressure on her joint to get the guys to comply.

      Mitch hurries to his car and takes the shotgun out of the rack. I’d say they’re going to give him a car. The exchange will be tricky.

      “We’ll give you a car in exchange for the woman.”

      “Good idea,” he bellows.

      “First, you need to let her go.”

      “No. You get back and leave the car with the engine running.”

      “We can’t take the chance,” Ken replies.

      “This is a good-old standoff. I’ll show you I mean business.”

      The lady screams loud and long. Oh hell, that sounds bad.

      “There, that’s done. Now, are you willing to listen? I want your car.”

      “I’m not letting you have it. I know if you take her, she’s as good as dead.”

      Ken isn’t mincing words. He’s letting the man know the car exchange won’t be happening with a chance the woman will be taken.

      “I won’t kill her. That’s not my style,” he shouts back.

      “You haven’t demonstrated your humanity in the past few moments.”

      “Figure something out. I’ll give you two minutes.”

      One option is put a deputy in the passenger’s seat. If the suspect gets too close with the victim, he could turn off the engine and jump out. Of course, if the suspect lets her go, the deputy could also turn off the engine and jump out. I don’t see that as being a good deal for the suspect.

      “You can have the car. Let her go half way to it. If you don’t, my sharpshooter will take you out.” Ken states with deadly calm.

      Mitch is standing there with an AR-15. I’ve seen him at other incidents with a rifle. I guess he’s their guy for that.

      The suspect agrees. He knows the deputy won’t kill him without cause. If he lets the lady go, there won’t be a cause.

      It has me wondering if Mitch will do something unexpected, like shoot him somewhere else. I was never trained that way, but it’s a thought, rather than letting the suspect escape. He already broke her wrist. In a police car he can do a lot more damage. He can use the vehicle as a weapon.

      Will Mitch shoot him?

      The answer isn’t immediately clear. The suspect carries the crying lady until they’re at the drop point. He does indeed drop her. She falls into a sobbing heap. He hurries the last few yards to Mitch’s car. Boy, it would be good if they had an engine kill-switch. But who’d think of that for everyday use?

      Almost as soon as he’s seated, he throws the car into drive, mashes his foot on the gas, and fishtails forward—almost running over the lady.

      Ken and Mitch jump into Ken’s car and take off after him.

      I can help. I run toward the woman in the street. They will need every deputy on the pursuit. I know they’ll be requesting an air unit, the California Highway Patrol, and all the local jurisdictions.

      I wave off another deputy. He knows I’m the code enforcement officer. “I’ll take care of her. GO!”

      I pull her to her feet and wrap my arm around her waist to help her to the curb. “It’s OK now. You’re safe.”

      The fire department is only a block away. They were standing by, and now they can help. The engine thunders up. I back up and let them work. They will stabilize her wrist, then transport her to the local hospital.

      All this happens within about fifteen minutes. The guys are wrapping her arm with a cool pack.

      “It’s a hell of a mess on the highway. They’re reaching speeds of 110 MPH.” The captain is listening to the police radio, so I lean closer.

      “The CHP is taking over the pursuit.” The Solvang deputies are told to discontinue the high speed for fear of injuring someone. The airship is up. The suspect can’t outrun a helicopter.

      I walk back to the bakery to find the owner. The front door is closed and locked. It looks like he doesn’t want business. Poor guy, there he is, in the back. I knock to get his attention. He comes to open up. The table and chairs are back in their upright positions as though nothing terrible happened.

      “I wanted to let you know, that man held a woman hostage, broke her wrist, and is now on a high-speed chase.”

      “I didn’t like him the minute he came in. I could smell he was up to something.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I don’t tell him the man has been following me. It may translate into being my fault for leading him here.

      My guilt has me digging into my pocket for another $5 for the coffee and pastry.

      “What’s this for?” he asks, confused.

      “To cover his tab.” I lay it down on the counter. “I’m on my way to work now. Take care.”
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      They’re surprised to see me at the city office, but it won’t be a problem to work today. I phone the police station to let them know I’ll be available for a deputy to interview me for the crime report. Then I settle down to my pile of papers.

      “You seem jumpy today,” remarks my boss.

      “I’m afraid so. If you want to listen in, here comes the detective.” Det. Kay walks in the double glass doors. He comes through to my desk, nonchalantly passing the administrative assistant who is supposed to screen people.

      “You got yourself in another fix, didn’t ya?”

      “Yes,” I snort. “This is my boss, she’d like to sit in.”

      “Fine,” he nods to her. His eyes linger a bit longer than usual on her sweet face. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      He pulls up a rolling chair and sits. “Begin with this morning.”

      I explain the morning’s events, including the belief I’m being watched, and I will be in trouble unless I can fix this.

      “Is the pursuit still going on?” I ask.

      “It was as of twenty minutes ago. It’s gone down to Santa Barbara. If he gets there, he can hide in the crowd.”

      “I hope not.” I change the subject. “How is it going with Quinn? Is he in the clear?”

      His expression changes to a strong resolve. “Yes. I’ve spoken with the district attorney, we’ve found he acted in defense of your lives.”

      “Good. I thought so, but you never know what they may come up with.”

      “How well do you know him?” He gives me a strange look.

      I hesitate. “Not too well,” I almost cringe at his look. “Why?”

      “I haven’t run into anyone as well trained. He checks out completely—and he has friends in high places,” he looks impressed.

      “Oh,” that’s a relief. And he impressed the detective. I know that’s unusual.

      “I suggest you keep him around if you want to stay alive. These men aren’t going away.”

      I’m shocked to hear him say it so clearly. “Do you have any suggestions?”

      He looks down, then directly at me. “No. You’ve pissed off a group of bad-asses who want revenge. They need to maintain their reputation. It will take something out of my sphere of knowledge to beat them.”

      “Like more fire power?”

      “It could turn into a war. It’s already gone this far. Maybe if the missing man is found and pays his bill it would end.”

      “I should go looking for him. Or maybe I should contact the boss and let him know I have nothing to do with the guy. I was only there to see if he was cheating on his wife.”

      “Do whatever you can. I’ll be here to mop-up the mess.”

      “Thanks,” I murmur. “I need a CCW permit.” I want to carry both my guns at all times.

      “I’d start the ball rolling—fast.”

      “Alright.”

      “Where is the suspect now?”

      He turns up his radio. We listen for a few moments. It’s quiet. Then an officer comes on. He’s in custody! The K-9 unit caught him in a warehouse. They’re on their way to the hospital to have him stitched up before booking him at the Santa Barbara jail.

      He stands up to leave. Glances at my boss and holds his hand out to her. “It’s a pleasure meeting you Miss.”

      I’ve never seen him look that way. He’s usually gruff.

      “I’ll be heading out to check on a few cases.” I leave them alone.

      I get in my little white work truck and drive over to a rental house with too many weeds. I post a notice on the door and move on to the next heinous violation. This is so mild compared with what’s going on with me. I’m on constant alert. I’d like to get back to my vigilance for the city, rather than my life.

      I’m sure I’m safe for a while, before the next one arrives looking for revenge. I’ve been watching my mirrors and listening to my gut feelings for anything out of the ordinary—for anyone who looks out of place, who looks like a dangerous man, rather than a tourist.

      I pull out my phone and text Quinn. “Just spoke with Det. Kay. You’re in the clear. He seemed impressed with your credentials. I had a situation with another enforcer. He followed me to morning coffee. I escaped by running into traffic. He got a hostage and broke her wrist. He was caught by the K-9. Hopefully he has some nasty wounds.”

      There isn’t an immediate reply—darn it. I’m feeling particularly weak.

      The day drags by. I’m getting more tired, but I’m certain no one is following me at the moment.

      I just finished my last investigation, and my phone rings. It’s Quinn!

      “Hi!” I’m sure I sound needy. I hope it isn’t too soon in the relationship for this.

      “Hi Jess. I’m sorry I couldn’t get back to you sooner. I was wrapping up the investigation by phone.”

      “Thanks for calling. I’ve had a hell of a day.”

      “I’ll be in town in under an hour. I have a safe place you can rest. I’m sure you need it.”

      “Oh my goodness, yes. I’ve had several cups of coffee and feel jittery, and strangely, almost ill.”

      “You’re overdosing on it.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “I have another call. How about if I swing by your office in an hour?”

      “Sounds good. Remember I have a huge truck that doesn’t hide well.”

      “We’ll talk about it when I get there. You Ok with it?”

      “Yes, definitely.”

      One hour left. I feel better already.

      I take a last pass through town. There’s a business with a banner out front. Darn it. I hate to tell him to remove it. He’s trying to earn a living. But, when one person begins, everyone else follows. I’ll park and go tell the owner he has to move his sign.

      I enter the knick-knack shop and head for the man seated behind the counter.

      “Hi, I’m Officer Wilcox with code enforcement.” I have a pleasant expression, but I don’t offer my hand.

      “So you’re here to hassle me about the sign?”

      See, he knew it was a violation, but did it anyway.

      “Yes. It needs to be moved. I’m sorry, those are the rules.”

      “You aren’t sorry. You don’t care about people trying to make a living. You’re all working for the government.”

      “Yes, I am working for the city government. I’m not here to argue. Please take it down by close of business today.”

      “And what if I don’t?” He stands up.

      I’m a bit stunned. Most people grumble, but never fight. Is he nuts—literally?

      “Sir, it’s my job to advise you of the rules. If you fail to comply, I will be forced to ticket you for the violation.”

      “You’ll be forced, eh?” He looks hostile.

      I take out the police radio I carry. “If you don’t sit down, I’ll call the police.”

      “Yeah, you’re proof; the government is everywhere. Always stepping on the middle class worker, taxing us to death. Soon, there won’t be any of us left.” He sits.

      “I’m sorry,” I quietly tell him. Then I walk out the door

      I get to the office and document my exchange with the shop owner. Then I’m done for the day. I could sit here, or go wait in the sun. That sounds nice, as I’ll be able to watch the Belgian’s go home for the night.

      I pull out my California version of an Australian stock hat from the truck. Then drop down the tailgate and hop on to wait.

      Here comes the horse trolley, clip-clopping to their trailer. I met Tom, the owner, a few weeks ago. He waves and smiles but doesn’t stop. He wants to go home as much as the horses do. He pulls into the vacant lot and starts the unhitching process with his wife and a helper.

      A throaty engine pulls into the space next to mine. It’s Quinn in his BMW.
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      He looks scruffy, he has a week’s worth of growth, and his expression is fatigued. When he sees me waiting, he puts on a dazzling smile—which reminds me I need to use a whitener again.

      “You’re a hot one!” I march right up to him and throw my arms around his neck.

      He grabs me like a hungry man, but his lips are inviting.

      After what feels like an infusion of energy into my exhausted soul, we separate. “I’m glad you’re back!”

      He’s smiling, then leans in for another kiss. “So am I.” He quickly looks me over, from head to toe. “You’re in one piece.”

      “Barely. That poor lady had her wrist broken. It’s getting worse.”

      “Come on. Leave your truck here. We’ll go somewhere,” he starts leading me around to the passenger side.

      “Hang on. I hate to leave it.” I tug on his hand. “The town shuts down at night, and it will be here like a beacon.”

      “It would be a beacon anywhere. You know, they can get to it at the ranch, or at a hotel.”

      “I guess so, but let me get some things,” I grab my backpack containing my Smith and Glock, “Two friends in here.”

      He smiles and nods—looking pleased.

      I’m not used to a man looking happy when I get my armaments. Most would feel emasculated, or afraid.

      I lock up, shut the tailgate, then he escorts me to the passenger side. Such a gentleman.

      He drives around the block, twice. Then he heads out to the highway. He makes another few turns, in and out of housing tracts, then takes farm roads for another ten miles, west to Lompoc.

      I sit quietly. He has proven his trustworthiness, so I don’t need to quiz him about where he is taking me. I recognize some landmarks, like River Park where they have wine and food festivals, and Home Depot—always a good place for fencing supplies. He drives past.

      He makes a right on Highway 1, and passes the air force base and the prison. The sun has dipped, and there are no lights here in the middle of nowhere. It’s good land, close to the sea, but it hasn’t been developed. There are fields with crops, and low hills with sage and scrub oak. And we keep driving.

      He finally makes a left off the two lane road onto a single lane. A few minutes later, he slows at a rolling iron security gate, which he clicks open. This is getting interesting. He pulls to a stop outside what looks to be a steel warehouse.

      “We’re here.” He turns off the engine and faces me. “You’re safe now.” His face has a glow from the dashboard lights. Outside, the twilight has faded to a misty gray.

      “They’ll never find me out here. Secondly, there’s that amazing gate. Do you have attack dogs?”

      “I have cameras and sensors, but no dogs,” he leans in to kiss me. I lean forward to meet him.

      “Come on, I’ll show you.” He clicks on the building lights and gets out.

      I open my door, and step into the cool, damp ocean air. “This is my, I guess you could call it, my headquarters.”

      He taps a code into his phone and the steel door clicks unlocked. Dim lights come on, revealing an interior different from the sterile exterior. The floors are wood, and the walls are regular drywall.

      We’re passing a door, then he stops, and opens it. “This is my office.”

      It isn’t what I would expect. I’m actually not sure I expected anything, since I don’t know him. It’s furnished with a heavy wood desk and two brown leather chairs. It has the look of a businessman’s power office. The area behind his desk are floor to ceiling wood bookcases. They’re filled with books, and a row of trophies and certificates.

      I glance around and see three enlarged photos of helicopters on the wall. One is a military attack helicopter, either taking off or landing. The next is a pilot in a helmet and flight suit. The third is him standing by the door of a black and gold helicopter.

      “Are all these you?”

      “Yeah, it’s good to have skills.”

      That’s an understatement.

      “I can train a horse, but my skills in other areas are lacking.”

      “You have skills.”

      “In bed?”

      “No. I’m not going there. I mean you were an excellent officer, you can handle problems, you’re reliable, and you’re strong and brave. Don’t underestimate yourself,” he looks sternly at me. “This isn’t a competition.”

      “Ok. But still…”

      “Come on,” he leads me out, and we continue down the hall. There are two doors which we pass. He stops at the next on the left. He leaves a thumbprint, and it opens.

      “Hopefully no one will cut off your thumb to get in.”

      “I’m considering upgrading,” he flashes me an amazed look. “I think about it every time I enter.”

      “We’ve seen too many movies.”

      He steps in and flips the lights on low. It’s a man’s luxury condo. The living room is in front of us. It towers up two stories of open air, with whitewashed brick walls. It has a loft vibe, with a heavy black leather couch. The coffee table is a twisted steel airplane part with a sheet of glass on top. Stainless hanging lights and a massive, colorful, expressionist painting of a jet flashing through the sky—I think. It captures the heart of the room.

      The kitchen counter is stainless and is the barrier between the living room and kitchen. The fridge is huge. “Are you hungry?” He steps around me and opens the single top door.

      “Wow. You’ve been shopping—and cooking.” It occurs to me, “How do you cook when you’re out of town?”

      “Remember my mother—the chef.”

      “She keeps you stocked?”

      “I called her and look what shows up… gifts! Seriously, I neither have the time nor interest to cook. You may not like some of it—it’s a bit too traditional for your liking.”

      He reaches in. “Here, chicken enchiladas. Is that alright?”

      “Yes, that’s perfect, thank you,” my eyes get a little misty over his thoughtfulness. I blink them away.

      He pulls down an earthenware plate, gets a fork and sections one off. “Or would you like two?” He looks up. “Are you alright?” he steps close, looking concerned.

      “Yes. I guess I’m fragile at the moment. Now that I think about it, I only had coffee and one bite of pastry this morning before the asshole came in.”

      “Hold on.” he holds up one finger. He quickly gets the plate going in the microwave, under that plastic cover, then pulls me into a good, strong hug.

      I take a deep breath and let my head rest against his. “I fall apart when I don’t eat.”

      “You’ve been in the combat zone today, it’s to be expected. Do you think I go without eating?”

      “No. I can tell by your build. You’d be a rail if you didn’t.”

      “Come on, let’s sit.” He walks us to the bar stools and seats me. “Water?”

      “Yes, thanks.”

      The micro stops without a beep. He gets water from the filter, picks up the plate, and slides them in front of me.

      He hands me the fork. “Have as much as you want,” watching as I take a bite.

      “Mmm, this is good. Thank you.” I flick my eyes up to acknowledge his effort.

      He sits next to me, watching. I keep eating, not like a hog, but with a strong appetite.

      When I’ve munched through about half, he stands up, runs his hand down my back like a cat, and goes to the fridge. “Since you’re doing so well with the enchiladas, I’ll leave them for you. He pulls out another few containers and dishes them up for himself.

      We’ve been eating for a while. I’m finishing my second serving. He’s eating pulled pork, rice, and beans. There hasn’t been much conversation. My brain is quiet, and he hasn’t been saying much, but the silence isn’t oppressive. I put down my fork, take a long sip of water, and sit up straight.

      Swiveling to look at him, I have a hint of a smile. “Thank you. That is for everything, not just dinner.”

      He nods, still chewing, like when the server asks how you like your meal. He swallows and puts his hand on my cheek. “Anything you need.” Then looks down at his food—almost in a hurry.

      What I would do in a different situation is get up, and either begin washing the dishes, or loading the washer.

      But my intuition, my inner smarts, is telling me something. He really likes me. I’m staying put in this chair and not breaking the mood. I swing the seat around to face him. I reach one leg and run my shin up his calf muscle.

      This isn’t the same thing as sliding my bare foot up his thigh. I’m wearing running shoes. No, it isn’t the same at all.

      But he seems to think it is!

      As I watch, his expression changes from benign to intense. He swallows, turns, slightly leans toward me, his mouth opens a little, his eyes dilate.

      Wow, I’m seeing all this unfold in front of me.

      His hand whips down to my foot, holding it locked against his leg.

      Oh shit.

      He pulls off my shoe from the heel. It drops to the floor. Then he smiles a closed-mouth leer I would hate to see on another man, but I like seeing on him.

      He slowly lifts my foot to his lap, his eyes keeping contact with mine.

      Inch by inch, he peels off my sock… and lets it fall.

      He runs his fingers along my arch.

      I feel my insides clench. I wish I hadn’t eaten so much. I needed the energy, but this scenario is moving in another direction...

      It almost tickles, but not quite. Then he applies more pressure, like a masseuse. “Mmm,” I start to close my eyes and lean back, then catch myself. There’s no back to the chair.

      He slowly puts my foot down and stands. “Come on, we can’t have you falling over,” his voice has a hoarse quality. He sweeps me up, and carries me to the couch—like I don’t weigh 138 pounds, plus dinner.

      He carefully places me in the corner, with thick pillows to lean against. He’s close, in front of me. He leans his elbow against the side and moves in for more.

      I’m interested in giving him what he wants. It’s what I want too.

      Finally, I have someone who measures up!
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      I’m consumed. Mind, body, and soul. It actually happened—I’ve been caught. I’m in love. No, it’s more than that—it’s scary.

      We’re wrapped up together in his bed. My arm is across his chest, his leg heavy across my thighs—protecting and claiming me.

      “I’m glad I had a good meal. I would have collapsed without the calories.” I murmur in fun.

      He briefly squeezes my shoulder. “Should I thank my mother?” he chuckles.

      “Maybe I should thank her!” Or maybe not.

      A little while later, he’s sleeping, and I’m still feeling great. The only light is coming from the kitchen. This was unexpected; it was nowhere on my radar. He brought me to his cave and office. Does it mean I’m important to him—more than just an interesting woman? I would like to think so. This place is in the middle of nowhere. It doesn’t seem like a hotspot to bring chicks. Although he does have a condo in Lompoc. I doubt that’s anything fancy, based on the part of town it’s in.

      I’m beginning to feel I’m somewhat special. I hope I’m not succumbing because I’m sleeping with him. That tends to screw with the female mind. It didn’t with the others I’ve been with. It’s him I’m going nutty over.

      I’ll let this go, and it can fly where it will. I need sleep. Hmm, I also need to find the bathroom. I drag myself out of bed and go to one of two doors. I hear a slight buzzing when I open it. It’s dark, and cold. The kitchen light isn’t reaching around the corner, but it feels cavernous as the damp air drifts in.

      I won’t go exploring. It’s likely the rest of the massive warehouse. It isn’t my business, and I don’t have a reason to doubt him. I quietly close the door and move to the other side of the room. I push it open and I can see one soft recessed light come on. That works for me. I don’t need a glaring blast of wattage.

      It’s easy to crawl back to bed, since my night vision hasn’t been compromised. The kitchen lights let me make it without tripping. I drag the sheets up, make some adjustments, then slip into bed, pull them up to my ear and take a deep breath. Now I’ll sleep.

      “You sure make a ruckus,” he puts his hand on my shoulder.

      “Oh!” Sorry. I guess I was moving around a bit.

      “Exploring?”

      “No, I had to find the bathroom. I had two doors to choose from. I didn’t go in the warehouse. I figured you have indoor facilities.”

      “Good guess. I’ll show you tomorrow,” he kisses me lightly.

      I only slightly respond, not wanting to start another hour of awake-time. I really do need to get some sleep, and I don’t sleep well in strange beds.

      “Goodnight, Princess,” he uses the name he used to call me.

      “Goodnight, Freddie.”

      “God, I hope not.”

      “Yeah, me too. I like the law abiding you.”

      He pulls me close, snug against him, and gets his rest.
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      I sleep for a while. I wish I had a clock. I always wake in the night and check the time I have left. I still feel the dip in the bed—that’s a good sign.

      Later, I feel him carefully getting up. The slow, ponderous movements indicative of someone trying not to wake you. I don’t see the sun yet.

      He heads into the kitchen. In the light I can see he’s dressed in shorts and a t-shirt. I hear him go out the front door which I know leads down the hall to the office, or other places yet unseen.

      If I’d known he was leaving, I would have said I was awake. Now I’ll be lying here wondering what’s going on. I’m not going exploring again. That would seem like I don’t trust him. I do. And I will trust until shown otherwise—which sounds worse than I intend.

      I’ll see if I can sleep. I sprawl across the middle of the bed, just like I’ve become accustomed to. Finally, I feel myself drifting off.

      Noises in the kitchen wake me—noises like plates and silverware. I figure that means it’s time to rise. I drag on my jeans and t-shirt and head out there. I run my fingers across my snarled hair. Oh well, there’s no getting around it, I look a tangled mess.

      “Good morning Beauty,” he looks up and comes around to give me a grand squeeze.

      “What time is it?” The windows aren’t letting in the ocean air. The blinds are closed, but I wonder if they’re real.

      “Almost 9:00.”

      “At least I slept well.”

      “Come sit down. You need food, while we discuss things,” he pulls out the chair.

      I sit and look at him, indicating I’m ready to begin.

      “I got up early and did some computer work looking into the enforcers,” he sees my interest, so continues. “They work for a guy by the name of Coletti. He’s a big time loan shark. He launders, loans, and collects. It’s his collection that we’re concerned about. If his clients don’t pay, they vanish. He has a reputation for being charming and well dressed. He is a ladies man by night and a killer all the time. Your friend Tony got involved with the worst of the bunch. No one will let a payment slide, it’s always due.”

      “I wonder if he found Tony yet. And what about you and me? His men aren’t having an easy time getting to me. How pissed is he?”

      “I don’t know specifically about us, but in general, he wants everyone terrified of him. This will be a blow to his ego.”

      “Great. So we run forever—I don’t think so.”

      “There’s my girl,” he puts a bagel and cream cheese in front of me. “No, we will become the exception to his rule.”

      “Do you have a plan and do you have lots of friends?”

      “Yes. And yes, I do have a lot of friends,” he smiles a confident, fighter’s smile.

      “Wow, that’s nice, because I don’t.”

      “Yes you have—me,” he leans across the counter and stares at me.

      “Thank you.”

      I’m sitting here, not eating. It’s hard to be hungry when the news is this intense.

      “Jess.” He comes to stand eye to eye with me. “When we talk about Part-2, you’ll feel better.”

      “Oh, Part-2?” This sounds promising.

      “Coletti will come for me too, as soon as he reads the police report. I’m listed as a witness who killed his enforcers and saved your life. The guy who came after you yesterday is in custody for kidnapping, assault, as well as a host of other charges stemming from the pursuit.”

      “I’m sorry about getting you involved. I had no idea going to the casino would start this.”

      “Don’t worry, I can handle it. As I said, I have good friends, and the DEA will also protect me, and my family.”

      “Oh hell, I didn’t think about your mother!”

      “I plan on establishing communications with Coletti. I will make it known that we are accidental players, have nothing to do with the default on his loan. If he continues to send goons, he will find each one dead. It’s a simple business proposition—he backs off, or he loses.”

      “You don’t think he’ll get angry having to back off?”

      “That’s where I tread carefully. He has an ego the size of China. He isn’t used to anyone standing up to him.”

      “I wonder how sensible he is. Or—isn’t.”

      “Besides the government on our side, I have friends who served with me who have impressive skills. You think I’m a good shot? They’re just as good, and would be happy to get back together.”

      “That almost sounds fun. Not really fun, but like justice.”

      “That’s my girl. I know what you mean, but we’ll steer clear of the justice route, if possible. There are always things that go wrong. We don’t want anyone else hurt.”

      “Their guy is in county lock-up in Santa Barbara. He knows how to get in touch with Coletti”

      “I have a call in about setting up a meeting—unless he’ll give me the answer over the phone.”

      “I doubt it. He will probably want to be a powerful, ego-driven asshole, and try to get you to beg.”

      “Yeah, that’s my thought as well. Even if Mr. C. wants to meet, he’ll run me through a few hoops.”

      “I’m sorry you got involved.”

      “I’m not. It keeps me sharp. I’m afraid of letting myself get lax. Plus, my brothers in arms will be glad to jump in.”

      “Just one thing. You and your mother are family. I’m not.”

      “You are—because you’re mine.”
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      I need to let Nikki and Monica know I’m alive and so very well. My phone has been on the counter since last night. I don’t have any messages, that’s good. So I send the same text to both. Nikki replies immediately.

      “I’m happy for you. And, um, will you be able to feed the horses today? Tomorrow I have my coworkers coming to trailer them to the new ranch. I’ll be their newest wrangler.”

      “Wow, congratulations for settling that so quickly. Will you be living in the bunk house?”

      “Yes, and I’m glad to be around a lot of people. I don’t need solitude. I’ll also be taking my things from the house. Two guys are coming with a 4-horse trailer. We’ll be making three trips. The furniture and last horse will be on the third trip.”

      “Doing the math it sounds like you’re taking all nine?”

      “Yes, I get to keep all my horses! They want all of us. I’m so happy. I don’t have to sell anyone. I was feeling so guilty.”

      “What time will you be there? I’ll come by.”

      “I’ll let you know, it’s sometime around noon. It will take a while.”

      “Ok, see you then. I’ll be there this evening to feed.”

      Quinn heard my reply to her texts. “She’s really going. That means either you’re there alone, or you need a plan.”

      “She offered to sell me her horses, but I said no. I went over the financials and it didn’t make sense. I’ll have to figure out something—like somewhere to move them and me. I hope we can get this situation sorted out soon. I need to get on with my life.”

      “I’ll put out the word and see what happens. There are several ways it could go,” he doesn’t sound optimistic about a fast resolution.

      Ding: Monica texts: “Jess, I’m glad you’re safe. We worry about you. And the bad news is my video caught Heather looking in the front window last night. That means she’s back from wherever she was.”

      “Oh no. I’ll tell Quinn and see what we can do.”

      “Don’t bother the poor man with my problems.”

      “I don’t think he’s bothered.” I look at him, and he shakes his head—it’s no problem.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it. I’m just a simple baker.”

      “Simple? Hardly. I’d like to stop by and pick up my things from your place, but I don’t want “my problems” to follow me to your house.

      “Our place will feel empty without the two of you. Charlie and I enjoyed it.”

      “So did I, and I know Nikki appreciated it. I’ll speak with Quinn about this new problem.”

      “Thanks!”

      I put down the phone and feel awake and ready for action. I need to find a boarding stable. Maybe I’ll hire someone to pick the girls up and trailer them out, so they won’t be seen with me.

      Quinn is in the living room, deep in conversation with someone on the phone. He’s pacing around the coffee table. I swivel back around so he doesn’t get distracted by my inquisitive face.

      I do a search for stables and am overwhelmed by the possibilities. One is Monty Roberts’ racetrack, another is family owned since the late 1800s, and has miles of trails and open space, there are breeding farms, private farms, and backyards.

      I take a few screenshots and look around for a notepad—a real one, not one on my phone. I want to make notes with a pencil. Quinn is still on the phone. He’s speaking low and has moved into the bedroom. I’ll stay out here. Strangely, I don’t feel like snooping. That’s odd, I can remember feeling uncomfortable with other men in my life. But let’s be real, I know he isn’t speaking with some chick when he spent the whole night with me. He’s planning a campaign…

      I wonder if he has a car I can borrow. Not the fancy Beemer. I need something invisible so I can check out the stables and rooms for rent. That’s depressing—renting a room. I wish I could stay with Monica and Charlie, but that’s out. It isn’t summer camp, it’s their home and a small one at that.

      I slather gobs of cream cheese on the bagel and finally start eating.

      I finish the half and wonder about having another.

      I check my email, the stock market, and the weather. I scroll through Craigslist for rooms. They look fine. The prices are reasonable, but what if I’m followed there? I don’t want an innocent person getting hurt. I can’t even move back to my own house in Ventura, because I rented it out. Now what—a tent in a campground?

      I’m not stressing. This will work out. I have assets, and I have weapons. I can sleep in my truck and even get a camper shell. It won’t be good at keeping out a hail of gunfire, but I can get cameras to alert me. That may work. I’ll park at the back of some empty campground. Fine, I have a plan.

      Quinn comes back in, fuming. I take a second look. I haven’t seen him looking frustrated before. He’s been intense, and a few other dark emotions, but not like he’s stopped in his tracks.

      “Good and bad news. The good is Travis, Dave, and Adam are on their way. They are my Delta Force brothers and are flying in to cover my back.”

      I’m quiet. I know the opposite of good news.

      “The bad news is the DEA won’t help you. They will for blood relatives and spouses. They also don’t have evidence the enforcers are after me. If that happens, then they’ll send a team to help me.”

      “So it’s up to us. Will you be able to get to the head honcho, Coletti, or do you need their help for that?”

      “I can do it.”

      “How risky is it to walk in there alone?”

      “As long as I keep them off balance I should be okay. They don’t know my hand and who I have backing me up.”

      “Your worries are worse than mine. I only have to find a stable for my horses, and a room to rent.”

      “You’ll stay here. I’m not letting you run around getting chased and, and,” he can’t say the rest.

      He steps closer and looks at me with a slight smile. “I guess I should ask if you mind staying here. Does it piss you off, being told what to do?”

      “No, for some reason you don’t piss me off,” I run my hand down his arm and stop at his wrist.

      “I don’t have corrals. I’m sorry.”

      “That’s okay. I just thought of something. I can ask Charlie where he recommends. As a vet, he knows all the stables. I won’t even go near them until this is over.”

      “How are you going to feed tonight?”

      “I’ll pay someone.” I’m silent for a minute. “Oh, stupid me… I’ll call Scott. He’s our emergency wrangler. He fills in for us when we can’t lead a ride. I’ll text him right now!”

      I get that text sent, and one to Charlie to recommend a boarding stable—either permanent or temporary.

      Ding: Scott replies “No problem, I’ll feed.”

      “Thanks. We’ve had a problem with dangerous men. They’re gone now, but I don’t want more following me. I think you’re 99% safe. Nikki is moving out tomorrow with her horses. She’ll be leading rides from another stable. I’m not sure what I’ll be doing.”

      “Oh, no! I hate to see you guys go. I liked filling in.”

      “I’ll tell Nikki. And let me know when you feed this afternoon. Make sure to look around. If there is anyone around who shouldn’t be… get out, and call the police, and me.”

      “Wow. Sounds neat. Like the wild west.”

      “Yeah, it’s a bit wild.” We click off.

      Quinn advises me, “On another note, Monica caught sight of Heather on her nighttime surveillance video at the bakery. It looks like she’s back.”

      “Good. I’ll let the detectives know. I’ll also set up state-of-the art camera. It may give us more information.”

      “What kind of information?”

      “The resolution will be better than her little one. If Heather parks nearby, I can get the plate, car description, and maybe pick up a conversation if she says anything.”

      “Have you asked to speak with the suspect from yesterday?”

      “No. That’s next on my list. I’ll go to my office to get in the right mindset.” He gives me a hug. “It’ll be fine.”

      “Should I stay here?” In this couple of rooms. I’ll feel caged.

      “After this call, I’ll show you the rest of the place. I think you’ll be surprised. If you follow me out, you can walk around the grounds.”

      “Ok.” I stuff my phone in my jeans, grab my shoes, and follow him out the house door to the warehouse hallway. He walks me to the front door. He tells me the code and shows me where I can sit or walk around. “It’s completely fenced and monitored. You’re safe in here. Except from a bullet.”

      “Great. Except for the bullet.”

      “The road is under surveillance as well.”

      “This is unusual.”

      “Yeah, it is.” He turns from the fence to me. “I’ll enlighten you after I get this taken care of. Wish me luck,” he steps back inside.

      This is more than unusual. It hints at secret stuff. I know he is with law enforcement, but so was I, and my house doesn’t look like this. I doubt a bullet would dare come through the chain-link fence. Plus, no one knows I’m here, in the middle of nowhere. My activities are being followed by a camera on someone’s screen. I follow the trail around the inside of the fence. It’s still misty and cool this morning. The property is behind a stand of eucalyptus, which provides some cover from the larger road I hear in the distance. This is mostly sage and grazing land. It’s a flat plain. The warehouse is painted and looks weathered. It blends in, artistically. Though, maybe it’s for other reasons than artistry.

      It is in a low spot, so isn’t seen by the road. When there isn’t a forest for camouflage, you come up with other methods.

      My phone dings a text: It’s Charlie with two stables for me!

      I choose one and give them a call. I briefly explain my situation. The owner says thanks, but no thanks.

      The second owner is a cowboy and listens carefully to what I’m saying. “Since Charlie suggested you call me, and you were staying with them, that’s good enough for me.”

      We set up a time for tomorrow morning when they’ll pick up the girls using my trailer, and their truck. I want them loaded and out before the stress of moving nine of Nikki’s. There will be whinnying, pawing in the trailer, and galloping in the pasture. I don’t want them left as the last two on the ranch. Mine aren’t Quarter Horses, they’re more emotional. In other words, they can be idiots.

      I finish my walk. I’m guessing its three acres, all security fenced. It’s a nice little parcel, with a bit more fencing than one would use for a vineyard or stable.
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      I finish my walk, but I haven’t looked at the warehouse from all sides. It’s definitely camouflaged. There is netting across the sides that breaks up the hard lines. Hmm. Interesting. If I didn’t know Quinn, I’d be a bit uncomfortable. Maybe I am, with this high level of privacy. Some people think having a .38 is abnormal. Then I bought the .45. But this is way beyond my two guns.

      It looks as though he moves in different circles than I do. Ha, that’s for sure.

      The back has a huge door, like for a plane. Online, I’ve seen hangars for aviators who live in housing tracts with a communal runway. There is a landing zone and a short runway. I don’t know what can get off the ground that easily, unless it’s a Harrier, or a helicopter.

      Finishing my investigation, I tap in the code for entry at the front door. A few steps down the hall and I see his office door is open, I hear him deep in conversation. I stop and listen—I’m not eavesdropping, but I’m not waving my arms and announcing my presence.

      I’m in the middle of the hall. I hear a different tone of voice, similar to the one he used to tell the goon to drop the knife, or he’d be sorry.

      “She doesn’t know where your guy is. She has nothing to do with this. Leave her out of it.”

      He listens for a minute.

      “I understand, but she’s mine—if you want to force the issue,” he sounds deadly.

      The silence tells me he’s listening.

      “Sure, we can meet, if you want confirmation. I have ample resources.”

      More listening.

      “Thank you. I appreciate you amending it. Good day.”

      I step into sight at the door jamb and stand here waiting for him to notice. It looks like he’s decompressing.

      “I see you, you can come in,” his voice sounds strained.

      “Was that Mr. C?” I go around the back of his desk and lean against it, next to his chair.

      “Yes. He claims he’ll call his men off.”

      “Do you believe him?”

      “Yes. But it’s called ‘trust but verify.’ I have a contact in his town. I’ll find out in a few hours if it’s true.”

      “I’ll also know in a few hours… if more assholes come after me,” I give a false laugh.

      He pulls me down to his lap, and holds me tight. “His little world will come to an end if he doesn’t fix this.” His voice changes back to that deadly one.

      “Thank you for being here for me.”

      “There’s something about you I find charming,” he chuckles. You don’t take crap from people, but in this case, you needed someone with more clout.”

      “Yes, and I appreciate it. I hope it ends soon.”

      “So do I. I also want to focus on Heather—if my cases give me the time to get her.”

      “She’s low priority?”

      “In a sense.”

      “If you have the ability to go after Mr. C that means your skills must be in high-demand.”

      “I wouldn’t say I have a lot of manpower, but yes, I have a few skills, and three good friends. Coletti looked at the information I provided. He figured it was better not to cross me. The important thing was to recognize him and his organization, while showing respect, but not fear.”

      I’m relieved Quinn did this for me.

      “Do you want to finish your tour?” he sounds eager.

      “Yes, I’d love to. I walked the perimeter of the property and the warehouse.”

      “I saw you.”

      “I figured you did.”

      “Really? Am I that transparent?”

      “Yes. And because you have the cameras, I knew you were monitoring them.”

      He smiles, and nudges me off his lap. “Come on.”
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      He opens the door… “Wow, a helicopter. I thought it looked like an airplane hangar, but I wondered about the runway being too short.”

      The helicopter is a Bell. I recognize it from when the JetRanger was used on LAPD. This one looks meaner than the blue and white. It’s black with a gold stripe and is clean and dangerous looking.

      “So you fly too.” I give him the look. He’s definitely a high achiever. He has his own helicopter.

      “Yeah, I fly.” He looks pleased.

      I leave his side and walk around it. “Nice, really nice.”

      “Thanks. Would you like an aerial tour?”

      “I’d love one!” Holy Moly that would be awesome. “I’ve been up on a ride-along with LAPD and loved it.” I like this brand, if you call it that. It’s big and reliable, not one of those little homemade bubble-copters.

      “Let’s go look at the ranch and a few of your other haunts,” he suggests.

      He picks up a box which remotely controls a dolly under the skids that rolls it out the door. It looks like a folding steel platform. What a great invention. I can see you wouldn’t want to start the engine in the hangar. That would scatter everything, and would be dangerous, with the blades spinning.

      He stops it outside, unfastens the dolly and cues it to roll back to the building.

      “It’ll take a few minutes for my preflight inspection.” He begins checking gauges, lights, hoses and belts; all the things I don’t bother with in my truck because I’m not a few thousand feet off the ground.

      I mill around the hangar looking at the tool boxes and workbench, the lockers with touch up paint, and extra oil. It looks like he knows a little something about mechanics too.

      I’m impressed by the flight check. He goes by the book when it comes to safety. It’s like he’s talking to himself as he explains to me what he’s checking. It takes much longer than a few minutes, but finally it’s time to climb in the cockpit and settle myself in the seat. The harness is a complexity of straps. He hands me a headset, then puts his on his head, but not fully over his ears. He flips a switch that turns on the engine while checking the gauges and hydraulics.

      He starts it up and I feel a rush of adrenaline. I love the whine of the turbine. Oh boy, there’s something about big machines. This is a special machine. I wonder about the cost… because that’s a way to judge value.

      “A tad bit over a million dollars. A million-one-fifty to be exact. But it’s a beautiful aircraft and is paying for itself.”

      And we’re still sitting. It isn’t a fast process.

      “Are you ready?”

      He puts his headset on properly, so I do the same.

      The whirling power lifts us off the asphalt, and we move forward, down the short strip. That’s why the fence is low at the end… so we don’t tangle in chain link.

      And we’re moving up, into the sky.

      I see miles of mostly flat land, sliced by highways and roads. The ocean is to the west, socked in with fog. We turn inland, toward the golden hills and sunshine.

      I look at his hands and feet at the controls. You have to be able to coordinate everything at once. It makes me realize I’m not as bright as I thought I was. Darn. I’m just a little human trying to enjoy my life—and not get killed by those enforcers.

      “Can we fly over the ranch first?”

      “Sure,” He speaks to the control tower in that pilot-voice. I’m not sure how they do it.

      We’re going along for several minutes, flying over vineyards and ranches. As we get closer to Los Olivos, I recognize the main road and the green pastures. He suddenly pulls off to the south.

      “Where are we going? The barn is straight ahead.”

      “There’s a car down there. I’m getting out of here. We’ll return at 2000 feet.”

      I look out the window. I see a dark vehicle, not a usual pickup truck. “It may be a detective’s car.”

      “Maybe. Why don’t you make a call?”

      I place a call to Det. Kay. “Jessica? You don’t need to shout. I hear you fine.”

      “Sorry, I’m in a helicopter above the ranch. There’s a car down there. Is that you, or any of your people?”

      “No. We’re on another case. Do you want me to send a unit?”

      “Could you?”

      “Sure, hold on.” I hear him on the police radio contacting dispatch. “Done. A unit is enroute with a 10 minute ETA.”

      “Thanks very much!”

      “You certainly get around.”

      “I do, don’t I?” I flick an appreciative look at Quinn. Damn, I’m doing well for myself.

      We move off. I watch the ranch with the binoculars he has behind the seat. He establishes a wide orbit and watches the airspace, while I look down.

      I can’t get a license plate, it’s too far away.

      “Two people are coming out of the house. What are they doing in there?” I flick a quick look down the road to see if the police are coming. Yes, here’s one unit.

      I pull out my cell and call dispatch to let them know there are two suspects walking from the house to the barn. I don’t want a one-man unit taken by surprise.

      “Roger. I’ll notify the unit and send backup.”

      A few minutes later, here comes the second unit. The two confer down the street, then proceed to the ranch.

      The two officers park close to the barn. The two possible suspects come out a few moments later. The only thing happening is two men facing the deputies. Oh, now I see two people being searched for weapons by the deputy.

      My phone rings. I wouldn’t be able to hear it, but I have it in front of me so I can see the screen. It’s Deputy Ken—my former almost-boyfriend. The sexy man who had amazing driving skills when we were being chased by bank robbers. But he also likes his other girlfriend and wasn’t willing to give her up for me.

      “Is that you up there?” he asks.

      “Yes. I was in the neighborhood and saw the car. I’m skittish these days.”

      “Do you know anyone from Reno?”

      “NO!” Reno—more of them.

      “One has a felony warrant. He’ll be coming with us. Thanks for my felony arrest for the day.”

      “What is it for?”

      “Attempted murder. 664/187 PC.”

      “Hell. I’m glad I wasn’t there. Thank you!”

      “Got yourself a new beau?”

      “I think so.” I hope so.

      “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks, Ken.” I click off.

      Quinn reaches over and squeezes my thigh, “Yes, you got yourself a new beau.”

      I grin and look at him. “I’m glad!”

      “I want to know why those two are down there when I had a talk with C. He said he’s pulling them back home.”

      “Either he lied, or these guys didn’t get the message. Is that possible?”

      “I don’t think so. It looks like I’ll be taking a trip to Reno.”

      “Oh shoot. I hoped this was over. I don’t like you having to handle my mess.”

      “That’s what a beau is for, right?”

      “I’ll be in your debt forever.” That isn’t my favorite place.

      “Good. I like that.”

      I really am in his debt. He saved us from those other two last week. I would have had broken knees and more.

      “I’ll fly over Los Olivos. You can check out the bakery. I doubt there’s trouble in the middle of the day.”

      It’s busy. Lots of wine tasters are parked up and down the street. People are walking around. It looks normal.
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      He sets down on the landing pad and lets the engine cool for a few minutes before shutting it off.

      “It’s a lengthy process to put this baby in the air,” I acknowledge.

      “It sure is, but I enjoy it—it’s worth my time.”

      He pulls off his headset, so I do the same. “Come on, let’s go in.” He reaches across me and pushes my door open.

      I undo my belt contraption, and slide out.

      “We can relax for a few minutes. I’ll be flying to Reno. On the way I’ll pick up my team. You should be safe here, but I’m considering whether you’re safe anywhere.”

      “Do you think they know where we are?”

      “Not yet. They might have a general idea after I speak with them. It may not end well.”

      “Not end well for who?”

      “For them, but it could go south for us.”

      “I hope not. It sounds nasty, but I wonder what would happen if Mr. C met with an accident?”

      He wraps his arms around me and pulls me close. “That could be a problem. I hope it doesn’t go that far.”

      He releases my waist. “I’ll call him one last time.” He stops outside the hangar and redials the number from this morning. He puts him on speaker.

      “What were your men doing at the ranch?” He doesn’t bother telling C who’s calling.

      “It doesn’t mean anything, they didn’t get the message. My men obey orders.”

      “Yeah, I know they do. That’s why I think you had them try one more time.”

      “You saying I’m a liar?” he gets hot.

      “I’m saying you’re stretching the envelope.”

      He laughs. “Mr. Morrow, you have a good sense of humor.”

      “Yes, Mr. Coletti I do. But not with this woman.”

      “She means something to you?”

      “Everyone means something to someone,” he chuckles, agreeing. “It would be best if you leave her alone.”

      There’s silence. Mr. C must be debating.

      “I’ll let it be known,” he agrees.

      “I appreciate that,” he clicks off and looks at me.

      “Do you actually believe him?”

      “No, but if I told him I’d kill anyone he sends, it would force his hand. It’s a deadly dance, and it’s beginning to piss me off. I’ll dance for a while to see if he’s agreeable. But you stay away from the ranch for a while, even though you can’t hide forever.”

      “His guys are dying and going to jail. I wonder when he’ll move on to someone else. It all began with getting Tony to repay him.”

      “Have you tried contacting the guy’s wife?”

      “No, but that’s a good idea. I only know about him through my trail rider. I’ll start there.” I text Alyssa my brief, but powerful, request.

      Gotta love texting. She replies instantly. “Oh my God—I’m sorry I got you into this. I’ll tell Melani to get in touch with you ASAP,” she puts a smiley face and horse emoji at the end.

      Quinn has office work to catch up on. I have nothing to do but walk around the property. I know Scott fed the horses this morning because I saw them eating from piles that would have been gone if he hadn’t.

      Finally, a ding from who I hope is Melani: “We should talk. Would you like to call me at your convenience?”

      “Yes, thanks. How about now?”

      “Fine.”

      She picks up on the first ring. “Hello, Jessica?”

      “Yes.”

      “Alyssa told me what’s going on at your end. I had no idea.”

      “Right, I was nearly mangled for life. I need to find Tony. I don’t want to turn him in, but I have to get out of this.”

      She sighs. “He called me last night. He told me about his debt. He didn’t mention his little plaything. I appreciate you finding out about her.”

      “You’re welcome.” I pause half a second, “Is there any way you could pay off that bill. Maybe take it out of his divorce settlement or something.”

      She laughs. “It would be far cheaper if they kill him. I wouldn’t have to pay anything.”

      She’s probably joking, so I go along. “But let’s say they don’t kill him. He’ll be screwed up for life, and the judge may feel sorry for him being unable to work, and give him a boatload of your money.”

      “Good point,” it sounds like she’s thinking.

      “Can you make a contract with him? You’ll pay it off, if he agrees not to go for alimony?”

      “The thing is, we have a prenup. He agreed to several things, one of which is he gets nothing if he cheats.”

      “Oh. Well—how to you define ‘cheat’?”

      Another deep sigh. “I’ll get stuck paying him something. I like the idea of having him agree to walk if I pay it off. I could make out better that way,” she sounds intrigued.

      “Do you know how to reach him?” Dare I hope?

      “Yes. But he also wants his plaything rescued. He said she’s a business associate. Claims he’s working on a new project—what a crock.”

      I’m quiet. I don’t want to rock the boat now that she’s going with a good plan.

      “I tell you what. I’ll send the jet for him, but I’m not taking her.”

      “If he cares, he may not leave her. On the other hand, you’ll find out what kind of man he is.”

      “I already know. He’s a wuss,” she sounds disgusted.

      “When are you speaking with him?” It’s time to get this rolling.

      “He’ll call when he can get a phone,” she snorts.

      “Ok. I’ll be waiting. Thank you for doing this. I’d like to get back to normal.”

      “Yeah, I hear you. I want him out of my life too.”

      We end the call, and I dash in to find Quinn.
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      It’s after 6 p.m. and I’m wound up tight. My phone is at my side, but I’m only getting texts from Nikki telling me about her new job. The horses leave the ranch tomorrow. I’m going nuts watching TV. Even the Hallmark Channel is failing to interest me—I don’t need it now I have a hunk of my own.

      Quinn is in a holding pattern to see if he needs to fly. His guys are also waiting. Come on!

      At just after 7:00 Melani texts me. “He won’t leave her.”

      I immediately call her. “No way. I thought he was a weak wuss?”

      “He may be playing hardball, or maybe he cares about her. Our plan won’t work.”

      We’re both silent.

      “Can I take her, and you take him?” I suggest, in desperation.

      “You’ll be involved again.”

      “I’m already involved.”

      “I’ll ask him. He said he’d give me a few minutes to think about it.” Her voice shrieks. “Can you believe him giving me an ultimatum?”

      “The asshole.” I resort to my favorite descriptor.

      “I’ll wait until he calls back, then I’ll see if I can set up a time you can rescue his bimbo. How about if Tony calls you directly?”

      “Fine, have him call me. I’ll go get her, but then what do I do with her?”

      “I assume, take her wherever he wants. I’ll let you know.”

      We end the call and go back to waiting for Tony.

      I head to the office to let Quinn know the latest.

      He’s at his desk writing something in an open file. I relate the latest information.

      “I’ll fly her anywhere, just to get rid of this problem,” he looks more tired than earlier.

      I bring up Google maps. “It’s 332 miles from Santa Ynez to Napa. How far can you fly in one sitting? That seems like a long haul. By the way, you look worn out. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “I’d like a good night’s sleep. It’s been a long week,” he puts down his pen and leans back in his heavy chair.

      I walk around the desk and run my fingers across his head and down his neck. Then back up, through his hair and down to his shoulders. He takes a deep, relaxing breath.

      “I’m sorry you’re involved with my problems.” I feel guilty about it.

      “Don’t worry, I like a challenge.”

      “Yeah, but not all at once,” I continue with my not too vigorous shoulder massage.

      My cell rings: Melani. “This is the situation: He will sign a contract saying he waives 500K in a divorce…”

      “Terrific,” I jump in immediately.

      “But let me finish, only if we take her too. I’m not letting that bitch step foot in my jet.”

      “I can offer her a short ride with my friend. How about to the Santa Barbara airport? She can catch a flight out. He has a helicopter and volunteered to take her.”

      “Get her out of here? Like, permanently?” She likes the idea.

      “Oh for goodness’ sake, not like that.”

      “I can hope, right? Anyway, I’ll ask if that will work for him.”

      “I don’t want my friend in the way of gunfire. So how about if we do it at different times? She can call your husband and let him know she’s on board, going home.”

      “I’ll get back to you,” she clicks off.

      This is exhausting. I slouch down on Quinn’s guest chair. I’m considering possibilities. It’s hard to deal with this through an intermediary.

      Quinn is watching me. I’d like to ask what he’s thinking, but I decide he can think what he likes. I’ll give him space for his own thoughts.

      My phone again. “They’re at Mavericks Saloon in Santa Ynez. Do you know where that is?”

      “Yes.” But I’ve never been there.

      “I’m getting Tony a ride to the airport tomorrow morning at 6:30. I’m having my attorney write up a contract before he sets foot on my jet.”

      “And the woman?”

      “She can rot. But I assume you mean how you get her?”

      “Yes.” It doesn’t require a degree to figure that out.

      “If you get her out of the saloon at the same time, she’ll have access to your phone. Tony will be with my people, so they can confirm with each other they’re being picked up. My pilot will lift off at 7 a.m., that woman can go at the same time.”

      “My friend doesn’t want to be in the same vicinity as Tony.”

      “Fine. I’ll call my idiot husband and let him know.”

      Ten minutes later she calls back.

      “He won’t go unless she gets on the plane first. I checked flights out of Santa Barbara and there’s one at 8 a.m.”

      “Ok, we can pick her up at 6:30 a.m. and get her to the airport in time for check-in. Tony leaves on your jet at 8:15?”

      “I don’t trust him. I wonder if he wants her safe, then when she is, he won’t sign my contract,” she ponders.

      “No, he wants to get away from here. He has nowhere to stay—he’s being stalked.”

      “You’re right,” she concedes. “But I’m not paying a driver to pick up that slut.”

      Hell.

      “Can’t you add that to the cost you deduct from your husband?”

      There’s interminable silence. “Fine. I’ll send a car for her too, but I’m not happy.”

      “So my friend will be at the Santa Ynez airport at 6:30 a.m. in his helicopter to fly her to Santa Barbara. Does that work?”

      “Yes.”

      “Great. Call me if there’s a problem. Otherwise, we’ll talk when they’re in the air.”

      “Goodnight.”

      I sag down. Quinn comes over and reaches out his hand. “Ready to call it the end of a day?”

      “Yes.” I reach up and let him pull me to my feet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            38

          

          
            It Goes Awry

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m finally in my REM sleep. My ringing phone jars me awake. Quinn is going to hate me. I answer it with a groggy “Yes?”

      “Jess, this is Nicole. I’m sorry to call you.”

      “Oh.” Who is Nicole? “Who is this?”

      “Nicole. Tony’s fiancé.”

      “What’s wrong?” There has to be something wrong.

      “Two men are looking for us. Can you come earlier?”

      “How early?”

      “Right now.”

      Geez. This isn’t going the way we planned.

      “Tell her yes,” Quinn mutters.

      “Fine. Where are you?”

      “At Mavericks Saloon. I borrowed a girl’s phone to call you.”

      “Where are the men?”

      “In the parking lot in front. Tony is hiding inside.”

      “How do you know they’re there?”

      “We were hanging out in the parking lot and saw them drive by.”

      “Can you hide? A car will be picking you up at 6:15 tomorrow morning.”

      “I’m not hanging around here waiting to be gut-shot,” she snaps.

      “Fine. I’ll pick up both of you. Go to the ditch across the street. I’ll be driving my white truck.”

      Quinn nudges me, “Drive my car, it’s less obvious.”

      “Hold on,” I tell her. “Sweetie, your car is NOT less obvious.”

      “It’s dark and it goes fast. Your truck sticks out like a sore thumb.”

      “It’s horse country. No one will notice it.”

      “These guys aren’t horse people. They will notice it,” he insists.

      “Kids, can we get back to me!” Nicole hisses.

      “Fine, I’ll be driving a black BMW, something fast and sleek. Meet me there at midnight.”

      

      “Ok, I’ll see you in 90 minutes,” she clicks the phone off.

      “I’m driving. You drive like an old lady,” Quinn gets out of bed in a hurry.

      “No, you can’t come. You have to fly her out a few hours later.”

      “I could fly her out from here.”

      “No, don’t even think of bringing her to your safe place. I’ll get her, then do something. I don’t know what. The town closes down. We’ll be the only car on the road, besides the assholes.”

      “Maybe they’re going to a hotel?” He suggests.

      “I bet they live on caffeine, and they’ll keep looking.” I’m sitting up, thinking fast. “Wait. I’ll drive her to Santa Barbara. That way we’re out of the area. Melani’s jet could land there to pick up Tony, and she can get on a commercial flight.”

      “If you can get hold of the wife, otherwise leave it.”

      “Fine. I’ll leave it. Maybe I’ll take him to Santa Ynez airport on the way.”

      “I wouldn’t. Don’t deal with both. Just get her out of there.”

      “Ok.” I let him make the decision. My brain isn’t thinking too well, and maybe his is.

      Quinn backs the car out of the garage and has it idling for me while I use the bathroom. It’s funny, I might have to drive like a lunatic to escape from the bad-guys, and he thinks I can’t back it out of the garage.

      “I’m going to get an hour of sleep. Call me when you get her. Call me if anything goes wrong. Call me for any reason…”

      I hold up my hand, indicating he should stop. I lean over to give him a kiss, then quickly slide behind the wheel. “Please get some sleep. I’ll be safe for a while at least.” I slowly drive out the gate.

      The phone rings. It’s Quinn. “Just testing the phone system.”

      “Thanks.” That’s sweet.

      And I test the car. Oh, wow, the handling is amazing. The stop, and go, and turning. It won’t pull a horse trailer, but that’s the only thing I don’t like about it.

      It’s a comfortable drive to Santa Ynez. I’m keeping alert. The radio is off, the windows are down about 2 inches so I can hear outside sounds. They’re tinted dark enough to hide me. I drive around the neighborhood. I want to get a feel for what’s lurking. There aren’t many people out.

      I’m driving at a medium pace, hoping not to attract attention by going too fast, or too slow. I make a right on Sagunto, and when I’m opposite the busy saloon, I roll down the window and look into the gully.

      No one is running out to meet me. Where are they?

      I make a second pass and cruise through the busy parking lot. I catch the raspy voice of Johnny Cash singing about his Folsom Prison Blues. There is a small crowd on the rustic porch, wearing cowboy hats and drinking pints of beer.

      I don’t see the goons. I wonder if she’s inside. Maybe she feels safer with people, rather than in a dark drainage ditch.

      Here’s a spot I can back the car into. No one is running up to me—either the good, or bad guys. I step up to the open wooden door which gives me a view of the inside. It’s like stepping back to the old west. Dollar bills are stapled to every centimeter of ceiling space. Everything is old wood and looks like it was used in the TV series Maverick.

      I’ve already garnered attention from the cowboys. As I walk by I get a few compliments. “Miss, if you’re lonely tonight, I’d like to help.” “You’re just like the song: she’s a beauty in a BMW.”

      “Thanks guys, but I think the song is about a woman in pearls and hundred dollar jeans.” I smile to show I’m not bitchy. “Speaking of women, have you seen a woman with short black hair, cut just below her ears? I don’t know what she’s wearing.”

      “There are a bunch of gals inside. She might be there. If you don’t find what you want, come on back,” he has a drawl like a Texan.

      “Thanks boys.” I smile and walk past.

      Inside, it’s loud with music, and lots of conversation. The dance floor is in the attached barn. About ten couples are dancing the Cowboy 2-Step. My head is on a swivel, looking for her or Tony. I don’t see them. Maybe the restroom? I’ll check there.

      “Nicole—are you in here?”

      Hell, where is she? I head back out and there she is—on the dance floor with Tony. They’re both in cowboy hats and button-down shirts tucked into jeans. What on earth?

      They’re ignoring me. Is there a reason for that? She sounded desperate on the phone, and now they’re dancing like they’re having fun in cowboy country. They’re in plain sight. This isn’t the time for frivolity—unless there’s another reason.

      The song ends and another immediately begins. They’re out there, but I’m not. I don’t dare walk up, it’s too obvious. In case someone is watching me, I’m not looking directly at them. I need a partner to dance me up to them. The people at the bar are either couples, or smashed. A woman won’t work—that leaves the cowboy crew at the front. Ugh, the things one has to do.

      I slink to the door, hoping the goons aren’t hiding in a dark corner.

      I lean against the doorway to let the cowboys notice the fresh meat has returned. “Hi guys,” I reply when one waves.

      “I’d really like to dance. Will one of you lead me around the floor?”

      They don’t jump at my request. How embarrassing. “I’ll buy a drink for whoever dances with me.”

      Suddenly I have four men to choose from. That’s more like it. Who is the least intoxicated—and while I’m at it, who is the cutest?

      I pick the leggy Texan. He looks like the singer Alan Jackson, with an honest face, lanky frame and a fun accent.

      I lead him to the dance floor. “It’s been a while since I’ve done the 2-Step,” I let him know.

      “I don’t dance, that’s why I’m outside with my friends,” he adjusts his white Stetson.

      “Darn it. Can’t you fake it, or do I have to get someone else?”

      “I’m kidding! I can twirl you around, then sweep you off your feet on the second beat.”

      “Ok let’s go easy until I figure it out.” He leads me onto the floor, while I’m looking for Nicole and Tony. I’m not concentrating on the steps, and it’s been a long time since I’ve done this. Boy, I’m a klutz.

      There they are, on the other side. We need to get there. “Can you steer me over there—see that couple? No, don’t look. Just get me there.”

      “We’ll get there. Hold your horses,” he chuckles.

      This dance has me, the follower, walking backward. I see them directly opposite us, but we’re not catching up. We have longer legs, but we’re not getting there. “Can we go faster?”

      “Nope. This is the step. No going faster, no going slower,” he drawls.

      “Can we cut to the inside, you know—make a smaller circuit?”

      “Look honey, this is my song, my dance. Live a little,” he smiles with gorgeous long dimples.

      He swirls me into his arms for two strides while murmuring “Quick-quick, slow-slow.” That’s the step pattern I’m supposed to be following. He keeps saying it under his breath. I’m not sure if it’s for my benefit, or his. Fine. I will follow. He swings me in three quick full-turns. My eyes get vertigo and I lose my balance.

      I’ve forgotten how to dance. I can keep a beat to music, but my feet forget the quick-quick, slow-slow step. “Get me to that couple, please.” I whisper, while moving to ‘Chasin That Neon Rainbow.’

      His eyes crinkle when he smiles. He sweeps me into his arms, then twirls me out, then back against him in a crush; and suddenly, we’re directly behind Nicole and Tony.

      “How did you do that?!”

      I get another sweet smile as I try to tug him alongside. He won’t let me lead him. “Come on.” I try to step closer.

      “No, you have to take it in stride.” He holds me back from following them during the change of songs.

      “I need to speak with her,” I hiss.

      “You need to take your time. There’s something not right about those two. Is she your friend?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve been watching them, and something isn’t right.”

      “How?”

      He looks at me. “You seem like a nice lady, do you know what you’re getting into?”

      “I thought I did. What are you seeing that I’m not?”

      The next song starts and he strides me quickly past them. He’s no longer whispering the ‘quick-quick, slow-slow’ strides. Instead he says, “They were acting real friendly with two mean-looking dudes a while ago.”

      “You saw them together?” What’s going on?

      “The four were in the parking lot when my friends and I arrived. We tried to park in the empty space next to them, but they wouldn’t move over. Their friends are dangerous. We had to find another spot or get into a fight right there.”

      “They were all friendly? Not afraid?”

      He has me striding in a ‘grapevine’ move. I don’t know what it’s called in Country 2-Step, but it’s giving me a chance to think. I need extra time to figure this out.

      He pulls me back for a couple of strides, then spins me out in front of him—in time with the music, and what the others dancers are doing.

      The next time he’s walking me backward, and I obviously can’t see where I’m going, he says, “Don’t look now, but those dudes are at the front door, with their eyes glued on us. Oh, here they come. No, they just stopped in middle of the dance floor. We have to move around them.”

      I smile and falter a step. “Quick-quick, slow-slow,” he whispers. “I’ll guide us to the center of the floor. Would you like to leave?”

      “I’m supposed to sneak the man and woman away from those two.”

      “You may want to change your plans.”

      “It feels like a trap.”

      “Would you like a distraction so you can get out?”

      “There you are!” Nicole shouts as she and Tony dance up to us. She reaches over and grabs my arm. “Let’s get out of here before the men find us.”

      There’s no way she could have missed seeing the two at the door and on the dance floor, but she’s strangely loud and obvious. She’d never do this if she was trying to hide.

      My brain kicks into gear. “I don’t have a car. I was dropped off—he’ll return in 30 minutes.”

      “What? Well, that’s fine, let’s go out front and wait.”

      We’re dancing around in a tight circle in the middle of the room. Both of us are moving backward, propelled by our male partners. The dangerous-looking men have stepped back to the door.

      Without using words, all I can do is squeeze my fingers on the Texan’s hand. I have no idea what he’ll think it means. There isn’t a dance move for ‘I need to get out of here.’

      He swings me around and has me promenade toward the bar. Then darts out the back door.

      “Where to?” he asks.

      I flash a look around, “I’m going over the fence. Thank you.” He lets go as I run for the chain-link.

      “My pleasure, beautiful lady.”

      It’s a good thing I’m not wearing my dancing shoes! I shove my toe into the holes in the fence and scramble up. The top X catches my shirt on the way over. Ouch, it stuck in my palm. I tear my hand away and miss the toe-holds on the other side—landing with a thump and wrenching my arm.

      There’s no time to complain, here they come! The cowboy has one by the shirt, and lands a punch, before I turn away and run. Thank you good man!

      I turn to the left, as it has more cover and concealment. There are houses on the north side of the street, and the backs of restaurants and businesses on the south. My car is on the south side. I’ll try to stay close. I have a good lead, but I don’t know how fast those two are. Always believe the bad guy has skills you aren’t aware of.

      I’m staying in the shadows. There’s a two story building I aim for. But a few yards closer, I see they have steel mesh security doors. There’s no way in. There isn’t anything to hide behind. I whip around and see one man running down the middle of the street. The other may have gone back for their car.

      My escape plan has to change. I race across the street and aim for the center of the housing block. There’s a low block wall next to a high wood gate. I can easily get on the wall, and it gives me a boost to clamber over the gate. I let myself drop to the other side. I hope to hell they don’t have a dog. I run straight for the back fence. My upper body strength isn’t good, so I have to jump high enough to swing my leg over. The splinters from the old fence imbed in my arms. I feel it, but keep going.

      Now I’m in the yard of the house one block north. So far, no dogs.

      I hear a speeding car on the street I just left. If I wait, he may come down the one I’m about to cross. I can run after he passes me and gets to the next street.  And that’s just what I do. Thank goodness, this house has a little white two-rail decorative fence. I literally step over it. I’m out of breath with adrenaline.

      Should I hunker down for a while, or…? I don’t know. I know the police lose suspects if they keep running and get out of the perimeter. I should probably do that. As long as I choose a yard without a dog that either bites me, or barks.

      I run across the little dirt street to the house without a perimeter fence. Perfect.

      Not so perfect. The motion detector goes off, blinding me. The back door opens and suddenly I’m face to face with a woman holding a shotgun.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      My brain is scrambling for the right words. “I’m running from two men. I’m trying to hide.”

      My focus is the hole at the end of the barrel. I hope she has a steady finger and it’s not on the trigger.

      “You don’t look like a crook.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Where are the men?”

      “They just drove by. Can you turn off the light—please?”

      The barrel lowers by a foot. “I will, but you’d better not be lying to me. I’ll put a hole in your chest a mile wide.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      We both hear a speeding car on the next street. “What did you do? Why are they chasing you?”

      “I got between someone who owes money and the man they owe. They blamed me for my uh-boyfriend shooting them when they were going to break my legs.”

      “Hey, that works. So, they’re pissed and want revenge?”

      “Something like that.”

      I’m feeling a little better. She looks like a normal woman, not a psycho who is looking for victims. I hope.

      “I won’t invite you in, but do you want the police?”

      I didn’t have time for that. I had to run. “Yes, please!”

      “You can wait here a few minutes, but I want you to cross the street.  I don’t want the police meeting you in my yard, in case your problems get angry at me.”

      “Thanks.”

      She closes and locks the door. I’m here in the blessed darkness hearing the speeding car come back along this street. I doubt they know I’m here, but they must have guessed I wouldn’t keep running.

      She opens the door without the shotgun in her hand. “The police will be here in a few minutes. Go now,” she nods toward the front yard.

      “Thank you,” I wave and go.

      I don’t hear speeding car sounds. I look both ways from beside a parked car, then dash across the street.

      Shit—it was the wrong time. Here it comes! I leap the white decorative fence, fly to the back rickety wood fence, and scramble over it.

      Now I hear someone following me. The car may have gone around, I don’t know. I run flat out across the street. I’m too weak to jump fences. Maverick’s and my car are at the end of the block.

      I’m alternately jogging and walking. My jog is slower than my walk. I swear I’ll get in better shape after this. If I survive.

      The police aren’t in sight. My best bet is to make it to my car and get out of here.

      I look back and see the guy trying to catch up. There’s only one. Where is the other?

      Now I’m directly behind Mavericks. I go for the chain-link since I’m too tired to keep jog-walking. He’s right behind me. My foot slips and slides back down to the ground. I jam it between the links again and get up and over just as he reaches for me. I pull away in time, and fall over the other side.

      He’s bent over, panting. “I won’t hurt you. We have to talk,” he’s hard to understand between his gasping breaths.

      I run straight for the saloon, through the back door, then across the dance floor, and out the front barn doors. My car is parked a few spaces away.

      Digging my sweaty hand in my pocket, I click the key as I reach the Beemer.

      I wrench the door open and slide in. My hand is shaking so badly it’s hard to get the key in the ignition. When I do, there’s a delay as I coordinate myself in a new car. The man is clawing at the door which hasn’t automatically locked. The car system alerts I have an open door. I see him in my peripheral vision, punch my foot down, and skid out of the lot, dragging him for several yards before he lets go.

      I’m going 50 on the little street. I brake hard, and turn right, which isn’t the way home. I start a zig-zag pattern, making sure they aren’t following me. There are no other cars on the road, so my tail lights will be easy to see. I take side streets to Los Olivos, until I am far enough away to hit the main street and mash down the gas pedal.
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      My phone rings through the car’s system.

      “What’s happening?” His voice rings with tension. “You haven’t been answering. I checked the location finder and it looks like you were behind the saloon for a while. But you’re going the wrong way to Santa Barbara.”

      “Something is fucked up. I think it’s a double cross,” I’m panting, and my body is still jittery from extreme exertion.

      “I’m tracking you.”

      “I’m glad. Something went wrong. The asshole enforcers chased me through backyards. I barely got out of there.”

      He’s quiet, and I’m concentrating on speeding as safely as possible. He doesn’t need to say anything, I feel better with him there.

      He starts off hesitantly, like he’s thinking, “I wonder if they worked out a deal. Hold on, I’ll be right back.” He puts the phone down.

      I hear him speaking in the background. His voice has a different tone. He’s speaking with the enemy. There’s a period of silence then he comes back on with me.

      “It’s a double cross. C claims he spoke with Tony and was paid half the money. I don’t know if he told his guys to get you, or they’re acting on their own. He clammed up.”

      “What do we do about that?”

      “We’ll speak with the wife to see if she’s the one who part-paid them.”

      “I’m concentrating on driving—can’t do it now.”

      “That’s okay, I’ll stay with you until you get home.”

      There’s silence for several minutes as the car eats up the miles. Finally, I tell him, “I’m okay now. You can hang up and do something important. I hate to tie you up.”

      “You’re the important thing. I’d consider picking you up by air, but you’re making good time, and you’re not being followed… right?

      “Right. There isn’t a headlight for miles. I’ve made so many turns there’s no way they’ll find me.”

      A while later, he navigates me down unlit roads, until I make a right into his open gate. He’s standing there, waiting.

      He directs me to park in the warehouse, around the back. I open the door, feeling the effects of adrenaline—shaky and exhausted. I can’t seem to get out of the seat.

      He bends down and pulls me into a tight bear hug. “You’re not leaving the property until this is settled.”

      “Fine with me. This is scary.”

      “Let me text the wife,” he reaches for my phone which I fumble out of my jeans pocket.

      I press my thumb print, and he pulls up her number. It goes to voice mail. It’s late, maybe that’s why, though if I were her, I’d allow my call to get through. He leaves a message. “Hello Melani. Please call me back, this a friend of Jess’. She went to pick up the woman, but it was a double cross. Jess barely got out of there. Coletti said he was paid half the money—are you aware of that? Let us know ASAP.”

      His arm goes back around my shoulders as we head into the living quarters. She calls back a few minutes later sounding groggy.

      “Oh my God… How are you?”

      “Yes, but they chased me through backyards. He was hanging on the car door handle.”

      “Tony was?”

      “No, the killers.”

      “I didn’t give them any money. Tony must have gotten it somewhere. Why would he do that? He knows I’m going to pay them off.”

      “Tony and the woman lured me in. When I tried to speak with them a friend of mine saw the killers and warned me.”

      “He was always a piece of trash. I didn’t realize it until later. I wonder if he sold you out.”

      “Why?”

      “Do they want something from you?” she asks.

      “Coletti sent his men to my house looking for Tony. My friend is the one who shot them.”

      “Maybe they want your friend, and you’re the bait?”

      I flash a questioning look at Quinn—he’s processing it.

      “That’s an interesting idea. We’ll look into it. Are you still going to have a driver pick him up in the morning?”

      “I guess so. I haven’t heard. That jerk. I hate to send my jet and have him not be there. I should let him go. Maybe I will.” She’s thinking out loud. “After this, I don’t care what happens to Tony. If they kill him, it’ll save me a divorce.”

      “Since they didn’t get me, they may want their full amount again.”

      “I’ve made my decision… he can find his own way home. I’ll start the divorce when I see his stupid face.”

      “I can understand that. Thanks for trying to help.” We click off and I turn to Quinn. “Do you think that’s a reasonable guess?”

      “It could be,” he sounds serious. “I don’t know much about them, but I’ll find out in the next few hours.” He walks me to the bedroom like he’s in a hurry. “Get some sleep. I’ll be in my office checking into it.”

      I fall asleep faster than usual. It’s good to have him to do the thinking for me. I want to collapse from that horrendous run, and to catch up on days of sleep.
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        * * *

      

      It’s disconcerting waking up in a dark room without the sun or moon shining behind the curtains. It could be the middle of the day for all I know. I’m alone in bed. I fumble around for the light and flick it on. I’m in Quinn’s t-shirt, so I pull on my jeans and head out to the kitchen. I grab an apple out of the bowl and proceed to his office.

      It’s quiet in the hall, and the office is empty. Opening the front door to the daylight. There are three cars parked in front. There’s Quinn and three other men greeting each with back slapping and man hugs. It’s a reunion by the looks of it. I assume they’re the Delta Force friends he was talking about.

      I stand in the doorway for a few seconds; I won’t intrude. I don’t fit in—at all, in any way. I start to slide back inside when a buff blond in an OD green t-shirt sees me.

      “You must be the reason for this,” he grins.

      “I’m glad to see you’re smiling. Otherwise I’d try to pass the blame to someone else.” I can tell I’m nervous. I’m speaking like I’m having fun, but I’m not.

      Quinn steps over to me with his arm out, inviting my participation. “Guys, I’d like you to meet Jessica Wilcox. She’s the one bringing excitement to my personal life.”

      They’re very polite and don’t take up on his slight innuendo. That’s interesting—I’m not sure why they don’t joke about it. The three are fit and strong. I wouldn’t say they’re deadly. Maybe they don’t need to prove it to each other—they already know.

      Quinn has his arm casually around my waist. “The big guy here is Travis, but goes by Big Dog.” Travis steps up to shake and gives me a big smile. “Dave and Adam.” They both gently shake my hand.

      He looks at me, “The four of us are getting together again. My business is growing more than I can handle on my own, and we’re like brothers. It’s good timing, they’re available now.” He looks less stressed than a few hours ago, but I don’t think he had any sleep. It’s the relief doing this.

      He leads the way through the building to the hangar as the four of them talk shop for a while. I’ve worked with partners who’ve been in the military, so I know some things, but this is more specialized. In fact, my mind is a little boggled. My knowledge is limited to how it pertains to LAPD and the city streets. I never asked my partners anything about the other aspects. I guess there was so much to talk about with penal code, crime reports, traffic stops, how to arrest an angry suspect, the list goes on and on—we never got to their military past. Just the fact that they left the military and joined the police department says they were more interested in what we were doing on patrol.

      I hang around as they reminisce and look at the helicopter. It keeps my interest. The conversation goes from some of their former duties and training, then moves to weapons.

      “You have to see this. You too, Jess,” Quinn leads us out of the hangar, into another room. It’s an indoor shooting range. Oh! This is one reason he’s such a phenomenal shot. It’s like having a horse and your own riding ring on your property. You get to practice all the time. The weapon’s safe is huge. There are shotguns, military-type rifles, as well as semi-auto handguns. I know those are smoke grenades due to their cylindrical shape. They aren’t real grenades. He has cases and cases of ammo. I should practice while I’m here.

      I let the guys do their own thing and I quietly slip out the door. There’s a lot of testosterone in that room and I don’t fit in. My stories aren’t in any way similar to theirs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            40

          

          
            They’re In

          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn steps away from his friends and holds up my phone. “Here you go. Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine, thanks. You guys have some catching up to do. I’ll check the horses.”

      It’s moving day. I note the time and realize they’re probably already loaded and on the road to their new home. Soon, Nikki will be coming for hers, then the place will be empty—that’s sad. Jacqueline-Noelle will have a vacant ranch to rent, or she’ll have to figure out what to do with it.

      I pull up my texts and see a few I haven’t answered. They must have come in when I was up to my neck in trouble. Jack texts me for an update. I couldn’t be bothered answering, but I should stay on his good side, since I worked for him, and before that he was my former not-quite-boyfriend.

      I step outside and sit with my back to the sun, absorbing the warmth while I reply to texts and start a few more. I’m not sure what’s going on with my life, but I’ll escape for a few minutes to find out about everyone else’s.

      I send off a few and sit back and catch up on the world and local news. There are problems everywhere, which eases my mind a little. I’m not the only one.

      Monica replies saying she’s again seen Heather at the bakery. “I was at the counter with customers and she walked in, looked around, and then left. It made me nuts. I called the police, but she was gone by the time they arrived.”

      “I should stake out the place. It sounds like she’s back and getting brazen.”

      “I don’t think you’re strong enough to fight her. She’s a big girl. Didn’t you say you don’t know karate or anything like that?”

      “Yes, that’s true.” An idea occurs to me. “Quinn’s army friends are in town. They’re incredibly talented. They were talking about their Fort Bragg combat training. They’d be able to handle whatever she throws at them.”

      “Please look into it. This can’t go on. I’m freaking out, and so is Charlie.”

      Maybe this can be their first local job.

      I text my new stable, and find out the girls loaded in my trailer easily, and are hanging out in their corrals with hay. He even sent a photo of each one, eating. If they’re eating, they’re relaxed. That means I can relax too.

      I text Nikki next. “How’s it going?”

      “Fine, just leaving with the first four. The place already feels empty. I’m sad.”

      She and a helper are moving all hers today. So that’s the end of this chapter in our lives. What’s next?

      I’ll go speak with Quinn about the latest problem with Heather at the bakery.

      The guys are sitting on lounge chairs outside the hangar. The big door is open, and it looks like a jock club. Oh well, here I go.

      As I approach, their conversation ebbs. “Excuse me, guys. I have a possible job, if you’re interested.”

      “Oh?” Quinn looks interested, as do the others.

      I explain about the recent problems with Monica’s bakery, and Heather caught on camera, outside, a few days ago. “Now she’s going inside and cruising around the place. Monica is upset, and the police can’t get there in time. Can you stake it out, hide out, pretend to be musicians, or something?”

      “My guitar strumming may be good enough to get me a cup of coffee and a pastry,” Travis laughs.

      They’re looking at each other with interest. Quinn speaks up and explains the back story about the arson fire and the wedding carriage wreck when Heather hijacked us. “She keeps getting away, but I need to put an end to this,” he has a dark look.

      “It sounds good to me,” he looks eager.

      “Good, can I tell Monica you’ll be on the case?” I prod them a little.

      “Sure,” Quinn looks encouragingly at the others. “This will be our first case in the private sector.”

      “Excellent. I’ll tell her. When do you want to begin?”

      “You’re a task master,” Quinn laughs. “How about later today?”

      “Perfect,” I pull out my phone. “Oh, and what do you charge?”

      There’s a slight delay then he replies, “This one is personal—no charge.”

      “Thank you. I’ll let her know.”

      I leave them to plan, and I go back inside and text Monica.

      “Monica, Quinn and his band of men will get her for you, gratis!”

      She doesn’t reply—she probably has flour up to her elbows, making something fabulous.

      I think that’s a good day’s work. I’ll take a short nap to renew my energy. We still need to find out whether Mr. C told those men to get me, or if they acted on their own. I’ll try to worry about that later. My mind tends to ruminate too much as it is.

      I head to the bedroom and close the door, just in case they go to the kitchen for something. I text Quinn to let him know, then I turn it off.

      Ahhh, I sink into the mattress and let myself drift away.

      It doesn’t feel like I slept long. I reach over and discover it’s been an hour. That’s perfect. I also have 3 texts.

      Monica: “Thank you! That makes me feel loads better!”

      Nikki: “There was a man at the ranch on our last trip out. He was hanging around. I didn’t say anything. We put the horses in the trailer and got out of there. I don’t feel sad anymore. I’m glad to be gone.”

      My new stable: “There was a black Cadillac parked across the street with a man staring at me. In keeping with what you told me, I wonder if he’s looking for you.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      They’re still looking for me. But are they really looking for me? They already have Tony and his woman. They only wanted me to lead them to Tony. Why else do they want me—except to get to Quinn? Was Melani right about that?

      I put on my same jeans and t-shirt. I’ll need a change very soon, but I don’t have anything with me. I head back to the hangar and find the guys planning their surveillance strategy for the bakery.

      “Hi. We, or I, have a problem,” I begin.

      No one speaks. They are well trained to wait for information.

      “First, Nikki said a man was at the ranch. She shoved the horses in the trailer and left, but felt creeped out. Second, my new stable owner said there is a man in a black Cadillac parked on their street who stared at him when he left.”

      Silence.

      I keep quiet as well. I’ve said what I need to.

      “It looks like we have another case,” Travis finally says.

      “I’d appreciate the help. Apparently this isn’t going away,” Quinn says.

      “You’re on. We’re looking forward to kicking ass!”

      I hope this means I’ll soon be getting back to my peaceful little life.
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      I’m sitting at the kitchen counter while Quinn and the guys hunch around the coffee table eating his mother’s Menudo. I skipped that and went for the chicken enchiladas. And no, I didn’t make a fuss, I just said they could have it—all of it.

      They’re planning strategies for both cases and I’m listening and offering suggestions when it comes to things I know. After all, this isn’t Afghanistan, this is Los Olivos. Quinn knows the layout of the bakery, and the ranch, but I draw up the floor plan of Monica’s house and my new boarding stable.

      They’re covering as many possibilities as they can, including primary and secondary locations.

      I don’t want the new stable to be either primary, or secondary! I should get my trailer out of there and use it as bait, hooked up to my white dually. The idea is to pretend I need to get back to the ranch. The horses are gone, the place is empty, and I will drive in looking like a duck on a pond in hunting season. Or maybe a piece of meat for a hungry bear. Whatever. I’ll be the bait.

      Quinn knows what Heather looks like, but she also knows him. He’s a master of disguises, as I well know, but he’s going to let Adam handle it—he’s an ordinary looking white guy, with a medium build and brown hair. He’ll be easy to disguise, because he may need to be there for a few days.

      Since the bakery will probably be easiest, they’re planning that first. They need the keys, as well as access to the video camera feeds.

      I text Monica and ask her to give Adam a call when she has time to discuss this. They told me to stay out of it, since I have enough to worry about. Adam and Monica can figure this out between the two of them. The others will know the plan once it’s in motion, so they can jump in, if needed.

      I will stay away from the bakery, so the enforcers don’t get wind that Monica is a friend and potential target. Speaking of targets, now they know my horses are at the new place, nothing there is safe. They can use the horses to get me, then they’ll grab me, to get Quinn. Damn, what a predicament.

      For the next plan, I move over to the couch. The guys shuffle over so I can squeeze in. They’re trying to spread out papers on the coffee table. The soup bowls are blocking the way. I start gathering them up to be helpful, but Travis waves his hand and says “Don’t worry,” as he puts them on the floor.

      Wow, that was nice. I felt like I was reduced to being a serving woman by taking the dishes to the kitchen. It’s hard to know when I should be helpful, and when it says I’m in a lower position.

      Quinn says, “I’ll try one more call to Coletti to see if he still insists he hasn’t sent his men to grab Jessica, and he isn’t after me.”

      He dials the number, but it goes straight to voice mail. “Hey, it’s Morrow here. It appears Miss Wilcox’s stable is being staked out by your men. If you instigated this, you lied to me, and I will be forced to take appropriate action to protect her and myself.” He clicks off.

      “That’s done. He knows. If they’re after me, then I will have some protection from the DEA, but nothing definitively points to that yet,” he’s thinking out loud.

      “Let’s set it up at the ranch. No one is there. We’ll set the bait,” he looks at me, “then hunker down and wait for them to come to us.”

      Sheets of paper are ready. Everyone has a pencil for notes. I begin with a diagram, including the house and barn. I describe the men and vehicles I’ve seen, though any new ones will be unknown.

      We’re on the couch all day, planning and discussing. When that part winds down, they go out to the gun locker to prepare their tools. I take a shower and mentally prep myself. A while later, Quinn comes in with a thin Kevlar vest and extra ammo for my .38 and .45.

      “Are you ready?” He looks concerned.

      “Yes, I guess so. Hopefully they won’t go for a head shot. But, if they aren’t after me, they won’t be trying to kill me. They need me as a hostage—if our assumption is correct.”

      I step forward and give him a hug and confidently say, “Life is a challenge. Let’s see how this plays out.”

      As I start to step away, he won’t let go. He only moves enough to look me in the eyes. “I don’t like this at all. I don’t want you there.”

      “Yeah. I hate being the bait. But if they catch me, I know you’ll come to my rescue, and that scares me just as much. You can’t give yourself up.”

      “Let’s see how it plays out,” he repeats my words, then gives me a last squeeze and a memorable kiss.

      The guys have already left. Their cars are packed with everything they think they’ll want. They’ll stop by the market for food for several days. Everyone leaves separately. Two will arrive at the ranch long before I do. They’re setting up the surveillance cameras and are working on my escape route.

      The third will be waiting close by my truck still parked outside the code enforcement office. He will have checked the location to see if anyone is watching it.

      This will go down after tourist hours. That way, it’s not as easy for them to hide, and there’s less chance for anyone to get hurt. Quinn looks like a different man. His hair is uncombed and dyed, and he has a glue-on, ragged beard. He’ll be driving his jeep, looking like a mountain man.

      “Let’s go!” I try to look confident.

      He takes my hand as we head toward the garage. The place is empty—we’re the last ones here. Then we drive out the gate on the way to our objective.

      We’re quiet, we don’t have any last minute plans. That’s alright, because there’s a lot of air noise coming through the cloth roof. His hand is in my lap, or mine is in his, for most of the ride. It’s comforting.

      We slowly pass through Lompoc. I feel nostalgic seeing the streets where I followed him, then we pass his mother’s restaurant, and his condo.

      It’s nearly 7:00 p.m. when we drive into Solvang. He pulls down a quiet side street and lets me out. I jump into a little car with a paid driver. The man says hello, but doesn’t look it me. I bet he thinks we’re doing something shady. He drives me a few blocks and drops me next to my truck.

      My poor truck looks abandoned and dirty parked on the empty street. I’m aware the goons could have a tracking device on it. I know Quinn has one as well, and it’s still working. We know it hasn’t been moved.

      I get in and turn over the big engine with a loud, cold start, put it into reverse, and get out of here before anyone can attempt something—this isn’t the right place. We need it staged at the ranch. I know Quinn is parked a block over. He’ll stay close by driving a few blocks in front of me. We have our route laid out. When the roads turn into empty country lanes, I slow more and Quinn steps on it to get to the ranch before my followers know where I’m going. I’m not sure if I see anyone or not. It’s too hard to tell with the traffic leaving town for the evening.

      I turn left onto my street and pass my favorite sign “This is Horse Country. Slow Down.” I keep my speed at about 25 MPH. I think a car is on my tail. It’s a dark color and has maintained its distance for the last two miles. That may not mean anything, I’ll have to see. I hope he is following. We need to get this show going!

      My right onto our dirt driveway feels like home… because I have four good men covering my back. The wine barrels are still on each side of the driveway from when I placed them here for Jacqueline-Noelle’s party. I’ve had some good times here which at the time didn’t feel so good.

      I pull up to the house. The plan is to get my clothes since I have to do that anyhow. I open the front door. Hmm, it smells like bleach.

      Quinn’s soft voice comes over a hidden camera and speaker in the living room, “Don’t jump, it’s me.”

      This is the first time we’ve been able to speak since he dropped me off. I didn’t dare in the truck, in case they had it bugged. I close the door and look around.

      “Hi gorgeous.” I reply, hoping to sound confident. “Will you check for a car following me? It’s a dark sedan. He kept his distance, so it could have been anyone.”

      “A car drove past when you turned off the road. We lost sight of him around the bend.”

      “Ok. I’ll get moving with packing.” Nikki’s furniture is still here. I guess she’s leaving it until this situation goes away. I brace myself for the blood on my bedroom floor. But there isn’t any! Someone cut a hole in the carpet and bleached the heck out of the plywood underneath. It’s still wet, so it must have been one of the guys.

      “Thank you for getting rid of the blood!”

      “You’re welcome.” Comes a voice from another hidden speaker.

      I get a few garbage bags from the kitchen and pile my clothes inside. I’m not sure where I’ll be staying, but it won’t be here. Nothing is happening, but it’s only been ten minutes. I wonder if anything will. Maybe this is all in our heads. Maybe Mr. C pulled his guys off.

      An hour later, I’ve made four trips to the truck and sat on the bed, doing nothing. I’ll check the barn to see if I have anything left. “At the barn.” I unnecessarily announce.

      The barn and pastures are empty. There are no horse noises, or hooves banging on the feeders, demanding dinner. Nikki took all her saddles. There are some supplies left on the shelf—liniment, and hoof dressing, but that’s about it. I guess she’ll get those later.

      My saddle and bridle are the only things I have here. They’re sitting all alone on a rack. There’s already a light coat of dust covering the seat from lack of use. I pick them up and add them to my collection of clothes in the back seat.

      “Car coming up the driveway. Black sedan with two occupants.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Stand by. There’s a second, stopped at end of the driveway. Two occupants.”

      “Roger.”

      Here we go...
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      The sun has dipped well below the mountains. Night is fast approaching. Our plan is working—so far. I stand by the saddle racks in the open center of the barn. I’m removing the racks and stacking them, like I’m going to take them.

      The car comes speeding up. The gravel scatters as he slides to a stop with the hood at the open double doors. I look like a deer caught in their headlights.

      The two men I recognize from the saloon slowly step toward me.

      “Well looky what we have here,” says one dangerous man in a sickening voice.

      The other one says, “We won’t hurt you, we just want to talk.”

      When they start with that, it isn’t a good sign. I do what we planned. I slowly back away, down the dark aisle with windowless stalls on both sides. It would be a horrible place to keep a horse, but perfect for this.

      It looks like I’m going down a hole with no escape.

      “What do you want? I don’t know where Tony is.” It comes out sounding afraid—a little more than I’m actually feeling.

      “It’s all about justice. Your friend killed our friends,” he rages.

      That’s all I need to hear. The other one starts saying they have Tony, but I’ve just spun and am running straight down the aisle to the last stall on the right.

      I hear their footfalls behind me. We placed several rakes and shovels along the way that I’m flinging down as I pass. These are to make sure I make it to the stall… if not, I’m up shit-creek.

      The garbage can and rakes do their job slowing them, as well as holes and dirt mounds. I turn into the right stall and slide the door shut... It locks. I’m now looking out from behind the bars.

      They arrive a few seconds behind me. “Now we have you. You lead us on a real chase. Where is your friend?”

      “Which one?” I’m sure they mean Quinn, but they could mean Nikki.

      “Don’t get cute with me. You know who I mean,” he lashes out.

      “My boyfriend?”

      “Yeah. He’s gonna come rescue you and die doing it.”

      “He was saving my life. Your friends would have killed me.” I gasp.

      “No, they don’t kill women. They were only going to have a little fun,” he wickedly laughs.

      “With my knee caps.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Enough talking,” he tries to slide the stall open, but it won’t move.

      “The damned door’s stuck,” he says to his friend.

      “Let me try.” The other one grabs the bars and tries to move it. Nothing happens.

      “What’s wrong with the door?”

      “I guess it’s old. That’s OK, we’ll keep her here. She can’t get out, since we can’t get in.”

      “Makes sense.” He turns to me, “Call your boyfriend. Tell him we have you.”

      I pull out my phone, avoiding the .38 in my jacket pocket. “I’ll text him. That’s how I contact him.”

      “Whatever,” he looks distracted as another car skids to a stop at the barn door.

      “Who’s that?” he asks me.

      “How would I know?” I assume it’s the second car. But why don’t they know?

      They hurry out of the aisle, toward the saddling area.

      They’ve also left our trap. This is a glitch on our part.

      “What are you guys doing here?” It sounds like they’re friends.

      I can’t hear the reply. Our team can, but I don’t have instant communication with them. I also can’t hear from our hidden surveillance system. I want to call Quinn, but I wait. He’ll call me if it’s urgent.

      A second later my cell vibrates: Quinn’s text. “Get out. They’re going to kill you. Go!”

      I don’t reply. He has read my receipt.

      I push the lower boards apart and wiggle out on the ground. I shove them back, to delay them a few seconds thinking I’m hiding in the corner. I jump to my feet and run to the gully.

      I’m not thinking of much except staying on my feet in the twilight. They want to kill me? They want that more than finding Quinn? I trip and almost sprawl, but keep my balance, just in time. I don’t think these buildings are the safest place either. They may come looking here. So I head up the hill into the brush. It’s chilly, so hopefully the rattlers are in their cozy holes for the night.

      I tunnel under the sage and text Quinn my location. He gives a single word answer. I know he has some good recordings of their conversations. He needs to get the police here. Though, they’ll scatter like cockroaches when they smell law enforcement. He and the guys will be planning their next move. I’ll stay here, out of the way.

      Another car turns down the driveway. Geez, this is turning into a real quagmire. Two guys were expected, then two more changed the plan. Now another two?

      No, it’s a little Mercedes, just like Jacqueline-Noelle’s. Oh shit… it is her!

      I pull out my cell, and whip out a text, alerting Quinn.

      What the hell is she doing here? I sent her a text, email, and voice mail telling her to stay away. She replied to my text asking me to let her know when it’s safe.

      So what is she doing here?

      She pulls up to the barn. I can’t see the front because of the angle.

      Quinn texts me: “That stupid woman is demanding they get off her property. Is she an idiot?”

      “??”  I have no idea. I thought she was pretty smart.

      “Can you guess what just happened?”

      “Someone just punched her?”

      “Slapped her. He told her he hates French women. They’re all sitting at the table. Damn it, the woman won’t shut up.”

      He can see and hear them from the surveillance equipment. He’s safely on the hill behind camouflage.

      “Have you called the police?”

      “Yes. I spoke with the p.m. watch commander again. He’s the same one I advised this afternoon. He can fill in his deputies.”

      This is getting messy. There are four suspects, and potentially one idiot hostage.

      “Oh. She just told them she’s your friend.”

      “Damn.” But that’s nice to know.

      “I’ll let you know if something happens. I have to focus.”

      I don’t waste his time with texting ‘OK.’

      I’m sitting up here thinking about nothing—just waiting to respond. I have a view down the driveway. Ah, here come the police. Their lights are off. They drive part way, then come the rest of the way on foot. Quinn must be in contact with them, keeping them updated.

      This is a really crummy place to have a hostage situation. The barn is on a rise, and there is nothing within 75-feet of it. There is no way for the deputies to sneak up without being in plain sight. Of course, Quinn knows the suspects are sitting at the table… if they still are.

      A vibration incoming text from Quinn: “Just what we thought… she’s now a hostage. She’ll be calling you to tell you to come help her. Don’t answer the phone. I’m talking to the police now.”

      Oh boy.

      A minute later an incoming call vibrates. I don’t answer it. She leaves a message. “Jessica, this is Jacqueline-Noelle. I’m in the barn with dangerous men. They are holding me captive. They’ll let me go if you speak with them. That’s all they want, to speak with you. What? Oh, he just said not to call the police.” She sounds almost normal, but with a hint of tension running through her accent.

      With this recording, if one of the shit-men gets shot, its evidence of their actions. We’re already talking multiple felonies.

      I see two officers jog through the gully below me. Another two go through the vineyard on the west side of the pasture. Oh… the interior barn lights just went off. The suspects must have seen, or sensed, something.

      Quinn texts: “It’s going to hell in a hand basket. Stay where you are!”

      I hear a woman’s scream. What are they doing to her? I have to rely on our four guys and the police to do something… I have no idea what’s going on. They’re the ones with the cameras.

      My phone vibrates. Jacqueline-Noelle: “They’re going to kill me unless you come back. They know you’re out there.” Her accent is so strong I can hardly understand her.

      She screams again, long and loud. I’m supposed to sit here while they do something awful to her? This is my fault.

      Quinn: “Don’t go down there. This is falling apart. The police set up a sniper, but can’t see. The doors are closed. I’m the only one who knows where the suspects are. DO NOT GO THERE.”

      How does he know I’m about to try to help? I know the patrol officers won’t run into the barn. Quinn and his guys might be tempted, but it isn’t their way of working. I’m not sure if Quinn is actually in the DEA, or if he’s some kind of contractor. The other three of our team are civilians. They can’t jeopardize their freedom to go in and shoot the suspects—or miss them, and the resulting fiasco of hitting a victim. The lawsuits and the criminal charges would be horrendous.

      Is no one going to do anything?

      I text him. “What’s happening?”

      “Nothing. Police are in the gully. Our team is turning it over to law enforcement. You’re on your hill… staying there.”

      Another awful scream echoes up the hill.

      A text comes from her phone. “Listen to her scream. It’s your fault she broke her leg. You can stop it. Come down here. We’ll let her go when you get here. We just want to find out where Tony is.”

      I forward it to Quinn.

      “If you go there I’ll… Shit, woman. Don’t go down there.” His text burns with emotion.

      “You can’t help her, and the police won’t go in. I’m the only one who can sneak in the hole in the stall. I have two guns and know how to use them.”

      “We’re getting together with the police to share the infrared. Stay there!”

      “OK, hurry.”

      A few minutes later, he texts that SWAT is on the way.

      A few minutes after that I get another text on Jacqueline-Noelle’s phone: “You have five minutes before she permanently loses the leg.”

      I send it to Quinn. “SWAT won’t make it in five minutes. I’m going through the stall. I’m going in.”

      I jam the phone in my jeans, and slide on my hip part way down the gravelly hill, keeping to the shadows. I make it to the stall without anything happening. Then I quietly pull apart the boards and squeeze in. Someone grabs at my foot as I pull it through. Agh! I startle but thankfully don’t make a noise.

      It’s Quinn. “Come back here,” he pants. He ran from their mini command post—where ever that is.

      “No.” I creep to the stall door and carefully undo the latch from the inside. I slide it open a centimeter at a time. It groans. I stop. No one comes running. I hear them arguing in the main aisle. I slide another few rolls of the wheel. It’s open enough for me to squeeze through. I step into the dark aisle and pick my way over the rakes and shovels.

      I stop when I see one man at the front doors, keeping watch to the west. The other is at the back, watching the hill. The third is standing at the bench with a shovel in his hand. Jacqueline-Noelle is lying on the ground, curled in a ball.

      I don’t see the forth. That’s bad.

      “It’s time,” the man with the shovel announces as he looks at his watch. He raises the shovel above his head…
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      I take aim with my .45 before he gets a chance to slam it down on her poor body. Before I can squeeze the trigger, someone else does.

      It hits him center mass in the chest. They don’t need to fire a second round—the first did the job.

      The barn bursts into gunfire. The suspect watching at the door goes for his weapon. I’m watching him when I see him bring up his weapon at someone coming from the back of the barn. Before he can fire at the officer, he gets hit and slides down the door, leaving a bloody streak on the white paint.

      The suspect watching the back of the barn is on the ground—he’s been shot.

      “Here you are,” says a wicked voice.

      In my peripheral vision I see a hand holding a gun. I feel it slam onto my temple.

      “Drop the gun. Drop it!” he bellows in my ear.

      I open my fingers and let the Glock fall.

      He throws his left arm around my neck and drags me back to the darker area. His gun is shoved against my head.

      “I got her. I’ll kill her,” he shouts.

      His arm is squeezing my larynx. I’m having trouble breathing and begin coughing.

      “Stop it. I can’t hear. Shut up,” he snaps.

      “I can’t breathe.” I gasp out.

      “You’ll be doing less in a while.”

      I don’t say anything.

      “You’re my ticket out of here… Then you die.”

      I’m smashed against his chest, so when he wants to move forward to the saddling area, it’s easy to transmit that order to me without words. He just walks forward, and so must I. Then he turns me around, facing the direction the bullets came through the barn.

      He ducks his head behind mine as he steps backward, dragging me with his left arm clenched around my throat. My head is blocking the sniper’s view. He’s holding me up by my throat, stopping me from dropping to the ground like I want to. He must know that trick.

      I feel the barrel pressing hard against my head. I know his finger is quivering on the trigger. He’s nervous, and I hope like hell he doesn’t squeeze it too hard.

      He drags me out the double door, then slides it shut, behind his dead friends. “You’re gonna pay for this,” he growls, and digs his wrist into my voice box.

      The car is right there—and he has the keys. He opens the door with his gun hand and for a moment he is still, deciding what to do. He sits down first, pulling me in with him. To get over the center console, he moves his gun hand to the other seat to brace himself to slide over.

      He’s a big guy and not particularly agile. His arm around my neck loosens. It may be my only chance to get away. I ram my elbow up into his throat area. I’m aiming for a direct hit to his Adam’s apple.

      He drops his chin just in time to stop my delivery. I see his fist coming toward my head. I duck a couple of inches, but still, the blow is awful. I’m fading in and out of consciousness. I can feel him shoving me to the passenger seat, but I’m not aware of anything else.

      Sometime later I come around a little and know I’m in the car. My head is on the seat, but I’m hunkered down in the foot area. My head is pounding and my thinking is foggy. I drift off again. I guess I must have grunted because he notices I’m awake.

      “Good, you’re alive. I’ll have another chance to kill you.”

      “It was self-defense,” I force the words out. My eyes are closed. I can’t tell if he’s listening to me.

      He doesn’t answer.

      I feel myself drifting away.
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      A man is speaking fervently. He sounds far away. Slowly, I come around. I’m still crumpled on the floor of the passenger seat. My head hurts, but I’m awake. I crack one eye open. He’s driving. As I look up, I see we’re passing under a bridge. We’re going fast, I can tell by the way it flies by.

      He’s listening to someone. I can’t hear the other voice, but I do hear sirens. He speaks again. “Yes sir, I understand. Yes sir. Goodbye, sir.”

      “Shit.” That’s a different tone. He sounds frustrated. He must have hung up.

      I’m trying to move my legs, but they won’t respond. I can’t feel them. I hope it means they’ve gone to sleep, rather than brain damage making me paralyzed. I hurt down my hips, so I think that means they’re alright.

      I decide to be proactive. “May I lighten your load by getting out of the car?”

      I’m not sure where that came from. I’m letting my inner voice take over, like I’m channeling a wise, unafraid spirit.

      “Shut up!” he rants.

      But he doesn’t hit me. That’s a plus.

      “I hear sirens, I assume we’re being followed?” I’m being logical, not acting like a victim.

      “Every police car in the state is behind me,” he is almost speaking to himself.

      I give him time before my next comment. I don’t want to piss him off. I mean, he already wants to kill me, so I shouldn’t make it worse.

      I feel a little less foggy as the miles pass. “If you let me go, it will go easier for you.”

      “You sure are a stupid broad. You’re the reason they haven’t rammed me.”

      “Huh, so I do have a purpose.”

      I don’t know what else to say. I have to wait for my brilliance to build.

      “Would you like me to call them?”

      “What?” His head spins to look at me.

      “I have a bunch of numbers in my phone, I’m sure I can reach someone.” Like hostage negotiators.

      He doesn’t answer. I’ve planted the seed. Let’s hope it grows.

      Mile after mile pass. I don’t push myself on him.

      “Who would you call?” The question comes at last.

      “I don’t know. Do you want to work a deal, or something else?” I have an interested tone of voice, like I’m the messenger, not the hostage.

      “Get someone on the line and see what they offer.”

      I wonder how much gas he has in the tank. That may be part of his willingness to negotiate.

      “Is it Ok if I try to get into the seat—my legs are numb?”

      “Fine.”

      I leverage myself off the floor by pulling at the seat back, and clawing my way over the center console toward the back. Then I twist around and flop down into the seat. It takes a minute or more, but the blood begins to work its way into my legs.

      “So what was the point of trying to get me?” I carefully ask.

      “We weren’t trying to get you.”

      Oh.

      Finally he says. “We were sent to bring the other two guys in. It went wrong.”

      “So the other two wanted me?”

      “They considered it justice.”

      I was only defending myself. “I consider it justice, too.”

      I’m sitting upright. I see we’re going over 80 MPH, he’s passing cars which are getting out of our way because of the flashing red and blue lights behind us. He’s leading a procession.

      “What are you waiting for—call someone,” he snaps.

      “Ok.” I don’t know who. I’ll call Quinn.

      The phone rings through to voice mail. I leave a message, “Hi, it’s Jessica. He’s allowing me to make a call. He’s interested in speaking with someone about,” I pause, and look at him, but he doesn’t reply. “I’ll call dispatch, bye.” I hang up because there’s no help with a voice mail.

      “Shall I call the dispatcher?”

      “Sure.”

      I punch in Solvang PD dispatch from my favorites. “Operator 19 what are you reporting?”

      “This is Jessica Wilcox. I’m in the pursuit on the 101 freeway. The man allowed me to call and he wants to discuss it with someone in authority.”

      “I’ll put you through to Lt Hughes,” she tells me.

      “I’m on hold.” I tell him.

      He reaches for the phone. I have no choice, so I put it in his open palm.

      The Lt must have come on, because the man next to me acknowledges him. “Good evening Lieutenant. This is my only warning. Either back off my tail, or I’ll break every finger on your little friend’s left hand.” He grabs my hand and wrenches my forefinger back until I shriek. He clicks the phone off and throws it over his shoulder into the back.

      The pain is intense. I can’t move. I can’t think. I’m cradling my hand in my lap, hunched over. A roaring sound takes over my hearing, it feels like I have water in my ears. My vision is glittering, flashing lights.

      He drives on in silence. I can’t hear if the sirens have backed off his tail. A long while later, I look up and see we’re on the back highway of Piru. There’s nothing but a road, in the middle of nowhere, between Ventura and Santa Clarita. There are orchards interspersed with barren land. It’s boiling hot on summer days, and beautiful in the winter with snow on the mountains above the valley. Now, there are only a few cars ahead.

      “Get your phone.”

      I don’t move. My brain is slowly computing what he said, where my phone is, and how to get it somewhere in the back seat.

      He flings his fist out, smashing me in the chest. “GET YOUR PHONE,” he says harshly.

      I force myself to move a few inches toward the back. There are headlights behind us, but no flashing police lights. I know they’re still there, because I see the wig-wag of their high-beams.

      I cough and gulp in oxygen. I sprawl over the console and reach around on the seats. I don’t see or feel it. It has to be on the floor. It isn’t behind his. I check behind mine and reach far under the seat. There’s the phone.
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      It’s right beside a gun. It’s a .38—my .38. I’d forgotten all about it. It had been in my pocket when he shoved me onto the passenger floor. I was down there for a while. It must have worked its way out, and slid around while I was moving.

      “Hurry up,” he elbows me in the ribs.

      Ugh, I cough and bend in two. “I found it.” I wheeze.

      I transfer the phone to my right hand and reach forward to hand it to him. I’m sprawled across the console into the back. My left arm is braced on the floor holding myself up. It’s also clutching my .38.

      “Unlock it,” he holds it over to my side.

      I’m still sprawled flat and wondering what to do. He’s still holding it, so all I do is reach over and press my thumb against the button. He goes to recent calls and gets the dispatcher. I know that because he says “Get me Lt. Hughes.”

      I have no way to hide the gun. I can’t get it into my right hand. I slowly move to push myself back into the front seat. I don’t want to leave it back there if he’s going to be breaking my fingers. He won’t stop until I’m destroyed. But we’re going at least 80 MPH, so I’m reluctant to shoot him.

      “Your men are still back there. They’re too close. Give me your hand,” he holds his right hand out, and starts driving with his knees under the steering wheel.

      There’s no way in hell he’s going to break another finger—not while my hand is on my gun.

      I hold myself with my right hand and bring up my left, with my middle finger on the trigger. I’m surprised, but my grip is good. My forefinger is along the frame and out of the way.

      The Lieutenant shouts, “Don’t hurt her!”

      I lean up, shove the gun into his side and squeeze the trigger once. The recoil twists the gun in my hand, but I shoot again, somewhere into him.

      The car swerves, but I’d already planned on grabbing the wheel. As long as he is incapacitated he won’t be able to shoot me with his own gun, but if he punches me, I’ll be in trouble. I manage to jerk off a third round. He isn’t thinking about shooting me. He’s hunched over, but his foot rams down on the gas pedal. The car surges forward on the dark road.

      He reaches for the wheel with both hands, smashing my right hand under his. I’m trying to shove him off with my left elbow, but he’s still alive and trying to steer. He elbows me in the chest, time and time again. I’m locked close to him with my hand trapped. I twist my body to face his and put my fourth bullet in him. It isn’t a good aim, since I’m afraid he’ll knock the gun from of my hand.

      His grip loosens, and his foot lightens up on the gas. I look forward and see we’re in the opposite lane of travel.

      I wrestle the wheel back to the right, into the correct lane.

      His left hand comes up from somewhere, it’s wobbling and slow. I see a silhouette of a gun. It must have been down by his leg.

      I have one more bullet. There’s only one way to instantly stop what he plans on doing. That’s a bullet to the head. I let go of the wheel, transfer my gun to my right hand and take the shot. He drops his weapon and lets up on the gas.

      He slumps sideways against his door. Now I need to get my left foot on the brake and this will be over.

      Out of habit, I pull to the right. Once stopped, I shove the gear into park.

      The inside of the car is lit with police spotlights and high-beams.

      The police don’t know what’s happening. No one runs up. They may have heard the gunshots. I’m not getting out and risking my life to an officer who has a boatload of adrenaline. I have a phobia of walking toward officers with their guns drawn.

      I reach across his body to open the driver’s door, but it doesn’t swing open enough. So I lean back against my door, put both feet on his torso and shove him out, using brute strength. He flops out, mostly on his head.

      At least they can see he isn’t a threat.

      I open mine and shove it all the open with my foot. Then I slowly step out with my hands reaching up as high as they go. I’m not casually bending my elbows. They’re ‘reaching for the sky’ in every sense of the word.

      “Is anyone else in the vehicle?” An officer yells.

      “No.”

      Another police car slides past the group conducting the felony car pull-over. It swings up on the left side. He can clearly see the suspect has been tipped out of the car onto his head. He can see me with my hands up, illuminated by the spotlights.

      The driver leaps out and immediately goes to the suspect and clears the interior of additional suspects. The driver is from the Solvang Police Department—it’s Deputy Ken. He shouts to the others that I’m the victim.

      He walks me toward the lights. “I didn’t clear the trunk. Is anyone in there?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      “Your boyfriend is here,” he nods to his vehicle. Quinn is standing beside it.

      The passenger is Quinn. He is smart. He isn’t in uniform, so he didn’t run in front of six Highway Patrol officers with their weapons drawn.

      I stumble over there, while the CHP check the trunk for another suspect who may jump out with guns blazing. One of them pops the trunk while the other looks in, “Clear.”

      Quinn looks ragged. Like he’s been rolling in the dirt. His shirt is torn, and he still has that awful beard, and his hair is a ratty mess. He runs to me and wraps me in a careful embrace.

      “I didn’t think I’d see you alive,” he whispers, barely holding it together.

      I close my eyes and grunt, but I squeeze him for my reply.

      He leans back to look at me.

      “I tore through the boards, but you’d gone. The shooting had begun,” he’s silent, then continues. “I couldn’t do anything. When I got in the barn, he was taking you away,” he has a haunted look. “The Lt. relayed what was happening. Is your finger broken?” He reaches down to lift my hand.

      We both look and reply at the same time. “Yes.”

      Ken and the others gather around. “An ambulance is enroute. How are you doing?”

      “My finger is broken, I think my ribs are alright, but it could have been a lot worse.”

      What I want to do is collapse. No, what I really want to do is cry—but I’m digging deep for strength. I can’t let myself fall apart—not after five years working as a patrol officer. No, I will stay strong, and collapse later.

      The ambulance arrives fast. It’s a local company, they don’t have far to drive. They look at me first. I won’t let anyone jiggle my finger, so they visually examine it and advise me it needs to be looked at by a doctor. My ribs? I can breathe, so they’ll heal. Um hum, I figured, but thanks for caring enough to look.

      Then they examine the suspect. They don’t even try to start his heart. I guess it’s apparent he doesn’t need a doctor. I’m glad about that. He was a freak, just like his friends—now there is one less horrible person in this world.

      The road is blocked and the eastbound traffic is sent into the opposite lanes. This investigation will take a while. The Ventura County coroner arrives, the crime scene techs, and later the tow truck will come. I’ll be interviewed by the Santa Barbara county detective. I wonder if it’s Detective Kay. At least I know him.

      My adrenaline has returned to wherever it lives. I’m sitting in the back seat of Ken’s unit. Quinn is next to me. I’ve taken two aspirin for the pain and swelling. I’ve had a broken hand before, so I know I’ll live. The last time I even drove myself to the doctor. That one was a horse injury. Actually, this will be my third broken hand, or finger. Yes, it hurts, but I’m handling the pain. I’m heaping it onto the rest of my trauma—the invisible, mental stuff to deal with later.

      Quinn is sitting beside me. His whole right side, and my left side are touching. He’s holding my good hand. I’ve been keeping quiet until he says, “Let it out. Don’t hold in your pain.”

      “I felt helpless. Like he was a cat playing with a mouse; he was toying with me. It’s awful not having a way out.”

      “You did great. You are brave, smart and I’ll have to say—lucky. We weren’t expecting it to turn out this well.”

      “Yeah. Me neither. My little pea-shooter came to my rescue again.”

      “I swear I won’t nag you about that gun.”

      “How did you get a ride with Ken?”

      “After the suspect grabbed you and took off, cops were running to their cars. I ran along and recognized him. I told him I was coming. He didn’t argue, which is good, because I would have taken his keys.”

      “You know, he’s the deputy who wanted to know who you are.”

      “Yeah, I got that after a while. As soon as the CHP took over the pursuit, he didn’t have to concentrate as much on driving. He grilled me. I get the feeling he has a thing for you.”

      “Did he actually say that?”

      Please distract me with gossip. I need a mental break.

      “He said you and he are taking a breather, but have a thing going.”

      I actually look at him. It pulls me out of my sorry state. “A thing? We could have, but he was distracted by his father, his brother and finally, his other woman. We have no thing.”

      “So you’re interested?”

      “No. I haven’t been interested since you came around—but not as Harold or Freddie. Oh my goodness, you and I have a long history.”

      He leans in and kisses me—a sweet, caring kiss. Yes, I need to get my mind away from the trauma, and onto something nice.

      A few minutes later, Ken comes over with Lt. Hughes. The watch commander followed the pursuit at a slower pace. He says he wants to make sure everything is going right, since his deputies are involved. He introduces himself to me.

      “I was on the phone when your scream jolted me to my bones. I’ll never forget it,” he reaches out and carefully squeezes my shoulder.

      “Thank you. I’m glad to put a face to your voice. Thank you for coming.”

      “Detective Kay is on vacation. His fill-in is someone more approachable.”

      “Oh yes, he can be abrasive.”

      Here he comes now. We’ve met before. He’s a nice man, this will make the process easier.

      I’ve heard that it’s important to have an attorney whenever you speak with the police. Words can be taken out of context and used against you in court. Damn it, I don’t want to believe that. And I don’t have wads of money to throw at an attorney when I acted in self-defense.

      I’ll take a reasonably safe chance. Except I’m not happy that he’s separating me and Quinn. He’s a bit more thorough than Det. Kay.

      I go through the summary. At least there is the Lt. as a witness to my broken finger and almost the second. The suspect was going to make things unpleasant before killing me.

      “So, that brings me to this question—do you think Coletti sanctioned this, or were they working on their own?”

      “I don’t know. He was hauling-ass eastbound. I assumed it was to get to Reno or Vegas. He also called someone and was saying ‘Yes Sir’ a lot. He did say he and his partner were coming to the ranch to call off the other two men. The others were out to get me and Quinn. I don’t have the whole story, and I don’t remember his exact quote, but he implied he changed his mind when his friends died in the barn. He wanted justice for that. The fact is, he still was going to kill me.”

      Quinn gives his statement. There will be more to come in the days ahead, but we’re released to go home.

      The sky is beginning to lighten as Deputy Ken starts our journey up the coast, toward the wine country.

      Quinn and I are together in the back seat, with Ken acting as chauffeur. We aren’t saying much. I’m almost in Quinn’s lap, he pulled me so close. I’m trying to absorb his strength. I feel uncomfortable showing this much emotion in front of Ken, but at least he isn’t looking, and I’m being tight-lipped, so he doesn’t know what I’m feeling.

      The ride is silent. I’m not sleeping, rather I’m dozing. Every few minutes, thoughts pop into my head, such as ‘What’s next?’ Actually, most of them are questions—always questions. I have reached a few conclusions as well, but much depends on other people.
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      As Ken makes his turn down the ranch driveway, I untangle myself and sit upright in preparation for my return to reality. He pulls up to the outbuilding where Quinn hid his Jeep. This poor place, it has had so many problems recently.

      Ken puts the unit in park and gets out. Quinn and I get out the driver’s side. I’m the first out so I thank Ken first. He gives me a hug. “Be happy,” he says.

      “Yeah, I guess so. I beat death again!”

      He doesn’t have anything else to say. Quinn has stepped out. “Thank you. I appreciate your help!”

      They shake hands and Ken replies, “Take good care of her.”

      They nod to each other. His eyes lock on mine, and look a bit wistful, then he gets in and drives away.

      “What now?” I ask.

      “He gave up his rights to you. You’re all mine.”

      “Oh.” I’m quiet for a moment. “I meant are you going back to your place, or joining me at the doctor’s. Or what?”

      “Like I said, you’re mine. We can go to the doctor’s, or we can go wherever you want,” he puts his hands on my shoulders and looks directly in my eyes.

      “That’s nice to hear. I need to get my poor hand set. But I feel bad about this place.” I look at the empty pastures, the barn with crime scene tape flapping in the breeze, and the desolate house on the rise. “I’ll drive my truck.”

      “I’ll drive. It can stay here,” he suggests.

      “Ok, thanks. I don’t want to be a bother.”

      “You’re not a bother! Come on, let’s go,” he leads the way to his Jeep.

      “I forgot all about Jacqueline-Noelle. I wonder how she’s doing!”

      “I don’t know. The last I saw she was alive. One of the deputies saved her life.”

      “I was about to shoot him. I’m glad the deputy did.”

      He quickly looks at me. “You’re feeling remorseful?”

      “Oh goodness no! I may have missed,” I’m quick to reply. “Plus, it’s one less possible lawsuit.”

      He laughs. “You had me scared for a moment.”

      “Don’t worry, I haven’t gone soft.”
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      My left hand is in a cast, my ribs are bruised, and I have a slight concussion. I’m also exhausted and hungry. The only reason I’m not thirsty is that I never get thirsty—and that can be a problem.

      Quinn has been on the phone with his guys and brought them up to speed with the details. Jacqueline-Noelle has a fractured tibia. I’m not sure how fractured it is. Whether it has a crack, or is broken through. I need another phone. I need to call her. Mine was collected as evidence.

      I lean against the car door and hope to drift off. Except for the stiff suspension, and the bumps in the road, I would be able to nap. It’s nice to hear Quinn’s voice in the background. He’s doing business and planning something.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks between phone calls.

      “My hand hurts, and I want to eat, and sleep, in that order. But I don’t want to eat out. I want something fast and nutritious. I know what I want—banana bread!”

      “That’s nutritious?”

      “Well, maybe if it’s homemade.”

      “Should we stop at a bakery to see what they have?”

      I’m about to say no, then I decide yes. I’d like something tasty. Skip nutritious; I can do the nutrition thing another time. I need comfort food.

      He pulls up to the one on the main road through Solvang. Perfect. I’ve been here before, and they have tons of comfort food.

      “Pick out what you want, and I’ll get it. Do you want to find a table, or eat on the road?”

      “It’s nice in here, everyone is happy. I don’t want to go home and wallow in my misery, and pain, and questions. I’ll delay that and find a nice little table.”

      “Sweetie, find a seat. Don’t wallow. You’re too young,” he tries to uplift me.

      Five minutes of sitting here, scanning the tables, looking at what my fellow pastry lovers are eating, and I feel a few notches better.

      Quinn comes to the table with a cup of herbal tea and a coffee. “Chamomile, so you can sleep, plus it’s good for you,” he smiles a fun smile, under that scruffy beard.

      “I’m getting used to seeing the inner you, but not the handsome you.”

      “I need alcohol to take it off, otherwise my face will come off with it,” he gives it a tug.

      The man from behind the counter arrives with three dessert plates: A cherry strip, an apricot strip and a German chocolate cake.

      The strips are fluffy pastry with a wide, center moat filled with preserves. “This is just what I need,” I take a bite. “Mmm, thank you.”

      “You’re a bad influence. I’m having the cake. I rarely eat like this.”

      “That’s why you look so good.”

      “Compliments will get you everywhere,” he reaches over to touch my cheek—it’s somewhere that doesn’t hurt.

      I smile at him, and to myself. I’m calming down. The tea is warm and lovely, and the pastry is luscious.

      I settle deeper in my chair and let my eyes glaze over. I like it here. The flow of people, their anticipation, and their cheerfulness. What is this telling me? I’m tired of being alone, tired of being out in the boonies?

      “What are you thinking? I can see the wheels turning.”

      “I’m trying to figure out what I want. I like the vibe here. I’m not comfortable with the thought of being alone. That’s strange. I usually like being alone in the hills on a horse.”

      “Maybe you should hang out at Monica’s again?”

      “That’s a good idea. Once we, I mean you, catch that damned Heather. She’s waiting for her opportunity to do damage.” Darn it, I don’t want to think of anything dark.

      “I’ll get her. Let’s change the subject,” he suggests.

      I smile and nod. The tea really is nice. I put down the empty mug and stare at it.

      “What’s running around your head now?”

      “The tea was wonderful.”

      He gets up and goes to the counter. I can tell he’s in repair Jessica mode. I deeply appreciate it. He returns with a steaming mug of hot water and another tea bag.

      “What do you want from your life?” he jumps in with both feet.

      “A good man, a good horse, and good friends.” It comes out in a rush. “That’s strange. It has changed over the past few months. I used to want beautiful open spaces, horses, and freedom.”

      He smiles softly.

      I wipe my fingers, take the last sip of tea and lean back. I feel a little better.

      “Would you like to speak with anyone about what happened?”

      “You mean a psychiatrist?”

      “Well, more like a therapist.”

      “Not really. No. I’d rather speak with people who have lived through the same thing. Like you, I guess. I don’t want someone asking ‘So how does that make you feel?’ I don’t want to keep answering those kinds of questions. I want feedback on how they felt, and perhaps some suggestions that sound logical. I don’t want a large group chat, either. Just one-on-one.

      “If you’re willing, I’ve been through a bunch of crap. As you know, I was shot. I’ve gotten into other scrapes that required working out a few things in my head.”

      “I’d like that. I respect you and value your opinion.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” his look is angelic.

      He doesn’t hurry me. We sit a few minutes longer, until I take a deep breath and say I’m ready.

      The drive through Lompoc, past the base, and to his compound, is quiet. It looks like he’s thinking. I’ll do my thinking later. I want to keep my brain quiet so I can sleep for days. I need to heal.

      The steel gate slides open, and we pull up to the front of his warehouse. His three friends come out to greet us.

      They’re standing together looking a bit uncomfortable. Quinn breaks the ice. “Jess is fine, she’s a bit rattled, but she has one hell of a war story.”

      We all troop inside. I go directly to the private master bedroom, pausing at the door to say goodnight.

      “I’m going to take a shower then fall in bed. Don’t feel you need to babysit me. I know I’m safe with everyone out there, guarding the nest.”

      “I’ll be in later. The guys and I have to plan.”

      That must be planning for Heather, and to see if Coletti is going to continue this.
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            Goodbye Heather

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake with the knowledge Quinn is beside me in bed. My hand hurts. The aspirin must have worn off. I’m hungry too. But I don’t feel like getting up and, as usual, I can’t tell what time it is. I toss around, then drift off.

      I feel someone sitting on the edge of the bed. I wake with a jolt.

      “Sorry, it’s just me.” Quinn.

      “Oh, good.”

      “It’s 6:00 PM. You’ve had a long sleep. I thought you should get up and eat, move around, then go back to bed for the rest of the night.”

      The loft is empty except for us. I’m sitting at the kitchen counter with an enchilada in front of me. There were some left, and I wanted something delicious, with melted cheese and good flavor. I’ve taken an aspirin and have a cup of tea to soothe me.

      “How much did you sleep?” I ask him.

      “About four hours. It took the edge off. The good news is we have a plan for Heather,” he looks happy.

      “Great. She needs to be locked up.”

      “Monica said she was again in the bakery today. I sent the guys to Los Olivos to wine taste, look around, and see if they can find her. They’ll set up our own cameras so we’ll be notified sooner.”

      “Good. Hopefully her time is running out.”

      “I think so.” He pulls out his phone, “Do you mind if I answer a few emails, or would you like to talk?”

      “I’m fine eating in silence.” I’m still keeping my mind blank.

      After my meal, I walk around the property, absorbing the last of the afternoon sun, then head in for another long sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake because I feel Quinn lurch out of bed. I heard a ding from his phone. That’s some kind of alert.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Heather is inside the bakery!”

      I jump up. “Are you going to get her? She won’t be there by the time you get there.”

      “The guys are on it. I’m going to supervise—and gloat.”

      “I’m coming too.” I can’t find my clothes. “I need something to wear.”

      He’s digging through his drawers, tossing me baggy shirts and sweat pants. This will work. It isn’t a fashion show. Together we dash out the door. This time he’s driving the BMW. It likes speed more than the Jeep.

      “Travis and Dave got her. They were staking it out, and she walked right into their hands. I’m liking life right about now!”

      The police arrived long before us. She’s already in cuffs in the sheriff’s unit. I feel the draw to look at her, to see justice done.

      I stand here and scowl. “Goodbye Heather.” I raise my voice so she can hear through the closed doors.

      She looks at me, then turns away, dismissively. I’m still looking at her. I can’t pull myself away. My mind is working up lots of things to shout at her like ‘You’re going prison. Your days of freedom have come to an end, you psycho witch.’

      But I don’t. I’ve had too much training for that. I keep quiet. She’s going for burglary, kidnapping, assault with a deadly weapon, and arson. She’ll be away for a while—quite a while. I’ll happily testify against her.

      Monica hurries up. Together we look at her. “What a stupid woman,” Monica announces.

      Heather reacts to that. On my… she’s going berserk, kicking the door, and screaming. I turn to Monica. “Don’t you think she looks like a fly caught in a web—they bounce around, but can’t get free?”

      She laughs and waves at the fly. She wraps her arm around my waist and we walk away.

      That’s ultimate put down… sitting in the back of a police car, being laughed at.

      “I’d like to come back to work. I’m not 100% certain my problems are over, but when they are, I’d like to.” I miss the camaraderie.

      “Anytime. I guess that means you want your cat back?” she tilts her head trying to look innocent.

      “That must mean she’s being a good girl.”

      “We love her.”

      “Can she stay with you a little longer—my living arrangements are unclear, but I’d love to come say hello.”

      “Absolutely.” She turns to Travis and Dave as they walk up. “Thank you for your help!”

      “It’s our pleasure, ma’am,” they look proud.

      “Yes and thank you again for yesterday at the barn. The stall lock and my escape route were lifesavers.” I chime in.

      Monica heads over to speak with the arresting officer. “Where’s Adam?” I ask.

      “He’s in Reno.”

      “Reno? That sounds ominous.”

      “He has contacts who are helping us with Coletti. It looks like he’s leaving us alone. The second car of goons were sent to bring the first ones back to Reno. Their plan fell apart during the shooting. They reverted to enforcers who wanted revenge. Coletti swears he will stay away.”

      “He said that before.”

      “Right, but this time I told him he’ll be a dead man if he doesn’t. Not just his men—him.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “While you were sleeping for 12 hours,” he wraps his arm around me.

      “It’s wonderful having the mice work while I sleep, but I hope you don’t think I’m lazy.”

      Quinn laughs, “Lazy, no I don’t think so.”
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      I’ve had a week of easy days. Yes, I worked code enforcement, but it was easy… no one tried to kill me. What a strange barometer to gauge a good work day. I’ve spent my two days off at the new stable, trying to show them I’m not a difficult boarder. I’m not sure how long I’ll be there, but I like the trails, and I’m not there alone. That’s still something I have an issue with—being alone. I’m like a herd animal; I feel better with people around me. We all have a better chance of not being eaten than if we’re out there, alone, when the predator comes to eat. I think I understand a prey animal’s mind because of my first-hand experience.

      Quinn and the guys have been working on their plans for their business. They’re setting up executive private security, investigation, and the stuff they did for me—getting people out of problems. I guess that’s called a problem solver. Though it may have another definition in the Urban Dictionary.

      Monica invited Quinn and me for dinner tonight. I’ve just driven up and am waiting for him to arrive in his own car. Charlie just arrived, so I head over to his vet-mobile, as I call it, to say hello. I love looking at the goodies he has. From the portable X-ray machine and computer so you can instantly read them, to the more archaic tools, like emasculators, and tooth floats for filing down the points on the horse’s molars. He has neat things in there.

      Quinn arrives with a hug for me and engages in back slapping with Charlie. We head into the friendly house, smelling the scent of dinner as we step in.

      Nikki pours the wine. Monica made a plate of cheese sticks to snack on. Quinn and I look at each other and break into smiles. We had a Kentucky dinner with cheese pastry sticks.

      “Monica, you remembered!” I wave one in the air.

      “I couldn’t resist. It will remind you of fun times when you eat one.”

      “I’m not sure how fun it was, but it was memorable.” Quinn takes a bite and smiles at the flavor.

      The glass of Pinot is doing wonders. I feel my stress ebb away. I slouch down a bit in my seat. I’m finding it pleasant listening to Quinn and Monica discuss surveillance camera technology. I think they could be talking about anything, and I’d find it nice. I like listening to him, and Monica is a good friend.

      Nikki and Charlie are discussing hoof abscesses.

      This is the perfect family. I want to stay with this group. I don’t want to be a strong woman all alone. I want to be strong—with good friends and an amazing man of my own.

      Even Monica’s flakey pot pie is soothing. It’s comfort food at a high level. The flavor is so good, I don’t want to eat plain food again.

      Quinn tops off my glass. He leans over to whisper, “This is nice, isn’t it?”

      “Wonderful. I don’t want it to end.” I reply.

      “I got a call from Jacqueline-Noelle today,” Nikki announces.

      “Oh no, is she angry?”

      “No she isn’t.” Nikki pauses for effect, “She offered to sell me the ranch for what she paid.”

      “She’s telling the wrong person. That’s the last place you’d want,” I snort.

      “No kidding. I thanked her, but said I wasn’t interested.”

      “How much does she want?” Charlie brightens up. “She got it for a steal.”

      “Two million.”

      Charlie sits straighter and looks at Monica with an imploring expression. “What do you think?”

      The rest of us are staring at them. Is it possible he wants it? Why on earth?

      “Do you think it would work?” Monica replies.

      “Absolutely. I’m sure of it.”

      “The price is right, if that’s what you want.”

      “Thanks, I do!” He jumps up, hurries to the other side of the table and hugs her. “Nikki, we want the ranch!”

      “Why?!” Her expression shows stunned disbelief.

      “I want a place to rehabilitate and lay up horses, and Monica wants a large garden.”

      “Large garden—there is more than she needs. The place has bad juju.” Nikki insists.

      “We’ll hire Quinn to keep it safe.” Charlie looks at him, invitingly.

      “Well, I guess I could.”

      Monica looks intrigued, “Nikki, you told me your new job isn’t as good as you thought.”

      “No, but I don’t have another choice,” she looks frustrated.

      “You could lead rides from the ranch. What if we look at this a different way?”

      I’m watching the proceedings with interest. I swallow the last of my wine and sit quietly.

      “Jess, you can come back too!” Monica grabs my shoulder in excitement.

      “Oh no. I don’t think so.”

      “Yes, it would be perfect,” Charlie pipes up. “We need to think of ways to expand.”

      “Quinn has three Delta Force friends who need a place to live. It would make me feel better if they live there too.” Monica adds.

      Nikki looks at me with funny expression. Her lips are forming a pursed Ohhhh. She may be changing her mind. Either by the safely of Delta Force, or by the thought of three handsome men living next door.

      Nikki pulls out her phone, types a few sentences, then presses send. “Let’s see what she says.”

      The table is quiet waiting for a reply.

      Ding, a text: “Put your offer in writing.”

      No way! She’s going for it. “Are you really doing this?” Nikki squeals.

      “Yes we are!” Charlie looks elated. “We’ve been looking for property for months. That ranch is a bargain. We can’t let it get away. It’s our once-in-a-lifetime chance.” He looks pleadingly at Monica for confirmation.

      Wow. I’m sitting up, watching this unfold. It could mean I go back to leading rides with Nikki. It would be fun with everyone there, and safe, too. I guess I could consider it.

      I look at Quinn and shrug. He hasn’t said a word. I wonder what he thinks.

      He nods an affirmative and winks at me. I’ve never seen him wink before. He seems to like the idea.

      What an unexpected evening. If this comes together, my life will settle down again. I’ll have my code enforcement job, I can lead rides with my mares, and I have a terrific man. This is unexpected. I never imagined it would turn out this way.

      Fate can be a wondrous thing.

      

      
        
        Dressed in White has come to a close.

        Join Jess and her friends in Dressed in Yellow.
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      Thank you Buttonwood Farm Winery and Vineyard. They have a great location for a party or an adventure. They gave me the freedom to roam through the peach orchard where Monica gets fruit for her great tarts.

      I hiked to the top of the hill overlooking miles of vineyards. This is where Monica dove into the pond. Down on the flatland, their gardens have hundreds of tomato plants which gave me the idea for Heather to smash with the horse and carriage. The large oak and gully are there too!

      

      www.Buttonwoodwinery.com

      

      For Jessica’s adventure at the casino, I downloaded the Chumash Casino app and enrolled in their players club. When I checked in, I received $35 in free, electronic chips. What a learning curve! I thought I would simply put a quarter in the machine. It seems technology has come to the gambling world. You slide your card in the slot and click how much you want to spend. An older lady showed me how to work it! I also walked through the High Limit room, which isn’t restricted to the gaming elite. In case you were wondering, there is a restroom in the room. Jessica was wondering about that.

      

      www.Chumashcasino.com

      

      Thanks to Richard Shiah for introducing me to his favorite cigar shop in Thousand Oaks, Ca. I’ve been there several times and love the atmosphere, and especially the humidor room. It smells like wood and history. He brings me empty cigar boxes by the bag. I have collected over a hundred which has forced me to get creative.

      

      I took a Cowboy 2-Step dance lesson at Maverick Saloon. The teacher is good, and the dancers are forgiving if you smile at your mistakes. The bar and patio are full of locals if you want to grab a beer.
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      As a former police officer with the Los Angeles Police Department, I have plenty to write about. I often take real events and change the names, or I modify something similar and make it come alive in the Santa Ynez Valley, CA. I use fictional characters in real locations throughout the wine country.

      After several years of saving my dad’s spare change, I bought my first horse at age 12. He cost $415 and was quite a challenge. He galloped, out of control, more times than I can remember. Since then, I’ve always had at least one horse. Some have been wonderful, and others, not so much. Bunny and Juliette are two special mares who have parts in this series.

      Cami the cat is my new addition. I got her from the shelter. She either sleeps in the corner of my desk, or walks across the keyboard, distracting me.

      I hope you enjoy your trip through Los Olivos, CA in my books. I’m usually there at least once a month, researching, meeting people, and having fun.

      

      
        
        Thanks for joining Jessica and me!

      

      

      If you enjoyed this, it will help a lot if you click the Dressed in White link on the next page. It will take you to Amazon where you can leave a review. I need them. I have very few… Thank you for your time!

      If you would like to get in touch with me, my email is DianaStonebooks@gmail.com   If you see an error, I’d love to know so I can fix it. My books have been proofread and edited, but there are always words that sneak through.

      My Facebook page is up to date with photos and videos from the area.

      DianaStonebooks on Facebook and Instagram
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