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Georgia surrendered to the thundering hooves on the field.


Clueless as she was about the rules, and impossible as polo was to follow, she found herself completely absorbed. The game was thrilling and undeniably sexy. The players and ponies seem to merge together, storming down the field at top speed, fighting for the ball, blocking and marking each other mercilessly.


Alejandro was at the heart of it, the best of them all. He dove through the other players on a magnificent roan, man and horse, perfect specimens, fused as a team. It took tremendous skill to move as nimbly as he did. He was twisting and turning, wielding his mallet like the right hand of Thor. Over and over again, he made the crowd gasp, taking huge risks, riding within inches of the other ponies but always managing to pull back just in time.


All the pent-up energy that she’d noticed in the press tent suddenly made sense. This man was made to ride.
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To my wonderful wife, Delfi—for giving me


Hilario, Aurora, Artemio, and Alba. You are


all the best things that ever happened to me.




Dear Reader,


I first learned to ride a horse when I was four years old and started playing the sport of polo by the time I was nine. Tango was the horse on which I learned to play, and Tango was my first love. I fell in love with the beauty of horses and idolized the strength and bravery of the best players. In my native Argentina, everyone has a chance to go to polo matches and see how thrilling they are. It has been my dream to share the game that I love, the game that has given me so much—as a person and athlete—with the rest of the world.


I think polo is very appealing. After all, there’s a reason Ralph Lauren chose it for his brand. There is something undeniably sexy about a man and a horse and the speed and the adrenaline.


It was at a polo match that I met my wife. I was in the stands and she was coming up the stairs, and I looked at her and she looked at me, and we looked at each other. I had to know more, so I asked her cousin Sofia to introduce us and she told me, “That’s funny; she just asked me the same thing.” So the cousin introduced us, and Delfina and I talked for a little bit. It was the beginning of the summer and we didn’t see each other for two or three months, but I still thought of her. After the holiday, we started dating, and we have been together ever since . . .


I am very excited to present the Polo Season series, which blends my favorite sport with a little bit of romance. Whether you’re already a polo fan or completely new to the game, I hope you will enjoy these characters and their stories.
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Chapter One


No!” Georgia laughed. “I have exactly zero interest in polo.”


“Only because you haven’t seen it played,” said Billy. “It’s actually amazing. The way they fight it out on the field, all snarled together, slamming up against each other, a sweaty, dangerous tangle of heaving chests and pumping legs …”


Georgia shook her head at Billy’s handsome, teasing face on the Skype screen. “I can’t tell if you’re describing the ponies or the players.”


Billy quirked an eyebrow. “Well, both, actually. Anyway, Peaches, please. For me. One week in Wellington. It will be so much fun! We’ll do it right. And, okay, full disclosure, I’ve met someone, and I desperately need your opinion.”


“Of course you do,” said Georgia. Ever since they met at Cornell, there had been a never-ending series of inappropriate men Billy desperately needed her opinion on. “What’s his name?”


“Beau.”


“No. Seriously?”


“I know. It’s a Virginia thing. He rides to hounds. Don’t you love how that sounds? I think he might be The One.”


She laughed. “Because he rides to hounds?”


“No, because he’s cute, and sweet, and a little bit rich, and he does this thing with his tongue that makes my—”


Georgia threw up her hands. “Okay, okay, spare me the details.”


“Honest, Georgie, this is not just about me. You’d love this place. It’s sunshine and high fashion, perfect beaches, gorgeous people, million-dollar ponies, oh, and the wildest and most decadent parties you can imagine!”


“Yes, well, I sunburn on sight,” she said, “and as for fashion, I believe that you once told me that I dress like last season’s bag lady. Even the idea of a Palm Beach party makes me break out in hives, and besides”—she glanced out the window at the snowy, moonlit, upstate New York farm—“I have horses that need me here.”


Since graduating with her degree in veterinary medicine, Georgia had been helping her dad on the farm and assisting in the village animal hospital. It wasn’t exactly a challenge—basically she was handing out tick medicine and checking for worms, with the occasional trip to a stable in the case of a colic false alarm—but she knew she was lucky to have found work that let her be where she was needed.


The farm consisted of a dilapidated stone cottage and a sagging barn set on ten acres of meadow at the edge of the Catskills. The place was so ancient that it was practically open to the elements, and cost a fortune to heat. Without her help, Georgia knew her dad would sell, and she couldn’t stand the idea of losing their home.


There were definitely days when Georgia wondered if she’d parked all her ambition the moment she had arrived back home, but her father had gone into debt to finance her education, and helping him now was payback. If she sometimes found herself daydreaming about missed opportunities and other, perhaps bigger, lives, she quickly shook it off. She loved the farm and she loved her father, and they both needed her. That was enough.


Billy rolled his dark brown eyes in frustration, visibly filtering a retort about what he obviously considered to be Georgia’s sad-ass life. “Georgia. All respect. But there are horses, and then there are horses. The team that Beau is down here with are, like, among the top ten polo players in the world.”


“Are there even ten people who play?”


Billy sighed in exasperation. “There are tens of thousands, probably. And you are absolutely missing the point. It’s a sexy, savage game, and I’m telling you, you will love it. Plus, it’s totally trending.”


“Right,” Georgia said. “Among the one percent.”


“Don’t be snarky just because you’re stuck in the snowy wasteland not getting any. Please, Peaches. I really like this guy. And I think he really likes me. But you know how bad I am at this. Every time I fall for someone, he ends up sleeping with my cousin, or emptying my bank account …”


“Or stealing your car,” snorted Georgia.


“Oh God, I can’t believe that actually happened twice,” he groaned, “but you see! That’s exactly what I’m talking about. I need your unbiased opinion. You’re the only one I can trust.”


“Billy, I’m sorry, I just can’t.”


“Georgia, who was there for you when you found out that skinny hipster you called a boyfriend was secretly banging that waitress with the uni-boob?”


Georgia rolled her eyes and sighed. “You were.”


“And who sat up with you all night drinking cheap wine and watching Downton Abbey until you felt better?”


She shifted reluctantly in her seat. “You did.”


“And so, who is going to get her narrow ass down to Florida and make sure her BFF isn’t making another colossal romantic mistake?”


Georgia gave a groan of defeat. “All right,” she said. “Four days. That’s it.”


“Yay!” Billy cheered. “You’re going to love it! Cocktails. Scandal. Strappy dresses. Trust me. It will be everything you need. I’ll text directions.”


Georgia snapped her laptop shut and fed the woodstove. As she climbed the stairs to bed, her shadow was animated by the flare of the fire.


She undressed, shivering at the window, staring up at the milky indigo sky and full moon. Slipping under the covers, she wrapped her arms around herself as she waited for her bed to warm. She started thinking about all she’d need to do before she left, what she’d need to pack … It was one of the hard parts about traveling—the way it made her so restless. The minute a plan was in place, everywhere her mind fell, there was something that needed to be done.


She closed her eyes, trying not to think, willing herself to relax while wondering why this little trip felt like something so much bigger, a kind of seismic shift. The bed slowly warmed but she couldn’t let go. She lay there in the dark, a thousand thoughts flickering through her mind like so many fireflies on an inky summer night, each one determined to keep her awake and unsettled.




Chapter Two


The horse let out a whinny, and Alejandro swore softly in Spanish. The last thing he wanted to do was wake the entire barn. He slipped a halter on MacKenzie, the favorite in his current string of ponies, and led her out of the stables. The moon was bright in the sky as he swung onto the pony’s bare back. With a snort, she broke into a trot.


Approaching the gatehouse, Alejandro gave the guard a curt nod. He was determined not to seem furtive riding his own horse on his own time, but the guard’s professional discretion didn’t disguise his surprise that Alejandro was taking a pony out at night without a saddle. The Del Campo family team, La Victoria, had a match tomorrow, and with the odds already stacked against them, Alejandro knew he should be home in bed, not tiring out his best pony with a hard-riding midnight outing.


He couldn’t sleep, though. Not yet. It was one of those nights when the darkness weighed down and his mind raced on. He felt particularly caged in Wellington. Every last inch of the landscape was tamed. For all its luxury, he felt trapped by the gated community—his guards and staff and fleets of grooms—when what he needed was a solitary ride in the wilderness. That’s why he rode at night, willing to risk the hidden dangers on the dimly lit paths—the possibility of a shadowed dip in the earth where a hoof could catch, a nocturnal animal suddenly darting out in front of them and spooking his pony—in exchange for having the roads to himself. He needed to gallop, skin to skin, even if only for a short stretch, to lose himself in the strength and speed of his horse. To reach that soaring, unifying moment that felt less like riding and more like flying, when he and the horse joined together to become one seamless beast.


Alejandro turned onto the canal road, leaned forward, and tightened his thighs—clicking his tongue and murmuring in Spanish until the pony’s gait smoothed out into a fluid gallop.


MacKenzie picked up speed, responding to his movements as if she could read his mind. Alejandro smiled. This pony loved to run. She was one of the few horses who could sustain this kind of pace and still be in world-class form the next morning. MacKenzie was such a fighter that she seemed to gain more fire, more heart, with every step she took. He’d find a role for her in the match tomorrow. She needed the game as much as he did.


He pressed his legs harder, driving the horse faster, determined to calm his buzzing mind and push his body until he could collapse, exhausted. It was practically the only way he could get any sleep these days.


It didn’t use to be so hard, he thought, slowing to a canter. He’d always slept like a baby after they won a match, but Lord knows, those wins were few and far between these days. A few glasses of wine occasionally worked, but he’d stopped drinking as part of his training, knowing that even if the alcohol initially brought him relief, he’d be wide awake a few hours later, eyes on the ceiling, while ghosts and shadows chased through his brain …


He shook his head, wishing for other ways to exhaust himself.


A string of images flashed through his mind. The sweet, silken curve of an inner thigh. The beckoning swell between waist and hip. A flirtatious smile thrown over a naked shoulder, inviting him to take what he wanted …


He swore to himself and rode harder, violently shutting down this train of thought and replacing it with the simple conviction he had come to focus on since the death of his wife—he had to win. And in particular, he had to qualify for and win the biggest game of the season, the upcoming Carlos Del Campo Memorial Cup, named after his own late father.


In determined pursuit of this goal, Alejandro had turned to abstinence in this last year, in every sense of the word. He had given up most earthly pleasures—drinking, women, unnecessary socializing, anything that could distract him from the game—and channeled all his restless feelings of grief and anger directly into his training. Spending every spare moment in the saddle, mercilessly pushing his already hard and athletic body as close to perfection as he could get, riding until he could barely walk. And yet, despite his absolute focus on the field, La Victoria had already lost more games than they had won this season, making a mockery of their name.


Alejandro wanted to blame his other teammates. If only they would train harder, pay better attention, be willing to sacrifice more. His younger brother, Sebastian, for example, could barely bother to turn up for practice most days, much more interested in taking advantage of the endless parade of polo groupies that were at his beck and call. Rory, the other young pro on the field, was talented but suggestible, and only too eager to follow Seb’s party-happy lead. Lord Henderson, the patrón, had once been a formidable athlete, but a lifetime of hard playing had taken its toll on the older man, and these days, like many patróns, it was more his ability to bankroll half of the team’s expenses that secured his place on the field. Really, when Alejandro thought about it, it was a miracle they ever won a game.


Still, deep down, he knew that, as team captain, the responsibility for their losses ultimately lay upon his own shoulders. And that, despite his absolute personal focus and relentless pursuit of the cup, he was somehow failing them all.


Alejandro kicked his pony on, trying to shake loose his feelings of uncertainty and loss, to shed them like scales in his wake. The heavy sound of MacKenzie’s hoofbeats, the dull thump of his own heart pounding, all resounded as one. Behind them, motes of sand kicked up by MacKenzie’s hooves briefly danced in the moonlight and sparked a glimmering silver trail.


He rode until his body felt leaden, his muscles ached, and the sultry Florida air had soaked his shirt all the way through. Finally, turning for home, he felt the pull of his bed and knew that now he’d rest and get at least a few hours of sleep before he was up and ready to show the world his game face again.




Chapter Three


The moon had stayed bright all night, disturbing Georgia’s every settled thought, until she finally fell into a shallow sleep. Too soon, she woke to the harsh scrape of the snow shovel and turned off the alarm before it rang.


Rolling out of bed in the dim gray light, she found she couldn’t even put on her clothes without worrying what in hell she was going to wear in Wellington. Georgia believed she’d been born missing the fashionista gene and normally didn’t care, but she knew, if she was to be seen with Billy, she’d have to raise her game. Her friend was always immaculately dressed and styled, and it wouldn’t do for Georgia to look like an escapee from the Old Navy bargain bin.


She went downstairs, throwing a couple of logs on the glowing embers in the woodstove as she passed by. At the door, she shrugged on her coat, unballed a pair of gloves, and wedged her feet into her boots. Melvin, a sweet-eyed, elderly Australian shepherd, sighed in protest before he stiffly tottered out of his bed by the woodstove and followed her outside.


The clouds had swallowed the hills and turned the farm’s normally stunning view of the Catskills into a white blob. The snow shovel stood by the porch door, abandoned, and there was no sign of her dad. Georgia slipped and skidded across the drive, scattering salt as she went, and stepped into the warmer air of the barn, where she was welcomed with a low nicker from an old Mustang named Ben. She ran her hand along the length of his nose and cupped his velvet mouth while he chomped on an apple from the bin. She tightened his blankets and, having smashed the disk of ice that had formed in the barrel overnight, topped up his water. Poor horses, Georgia thought. Too bad she couldn’t take them to Florida, too. They could all use some winter sun.


As she worked, Georgia considered the question of how to break Billy’s plan to Dad. Looking around the barn, she saw a thousand places where she could be putting the cost of a trip to Florida. In the fifteen years since her mother had left, it was like the whole place had slowly run out of gas. There was a big blue tarp on the roof like a badge of shame, a pile of rotting lumber under Tyvek that was supposed to be the new shed, and icicles the length of ladders from the corner of every cracked gutter.


In some ways, Georgia thought, winter did the place a favor, landscaping the ragged yard in blinding white and making the little stone cottage look like a gingerbread house framed in icing. But if you took a second look, the cheerful front porch was starting to sag, the flaking paint on the carved trim looked gray against the snow, and Georgia knew, if they didn’t get that woodwork touched up soon, it was going to start letting in the weather.


She started to clean out the stalls, shoveling muck into a wheelbarrow. Jenny, the one-eyed donkey, licked at her hair while a small parade of barn cats wound their way around her ankles, anxious to be fed.


She gently pressed back the cats with her leg while filling their bowls. She had never met a stray—dog, cat, horse, or otherwise—she could turn away, and after her mother left, her dad completely lost his ability to say no. Before they knew it, they had a ridiculously big menagerie of mouths to feed. Georgia was always amazed how love expanded to let every new animal in.


When her mother had been with them, the farm had supported itself; Susan Fellowes had family money, and savvy, and knew enough about breeding and training horses to keep things solvent. But as soon as she and her Thoroughbreds left, the cash slowed to a trickle and the family was never much more than poor. But Georgia’s dad, Joe, had done a great job of keeping that to himself. She’d managed to spend her teens blissfully oblivious to their money issues. She’d felt so comfortable in their scruffy little house growing up, but once she went away to college, she could see her home more clearly when she came back, and she realized just how tight things had become.


As she finished shoveling out the stall, she thought about how great a little vacation would be, although the whole point of living at home was to give her father the relief he’d been needing for years. Georgia couldn’t help feeling selfish for leaving him—even if it was only for four days.


She finished with Ben and the goats and chickens, grabbed an armful of logs for the stove and trudged back inside, Melvin at her heels. Her dad was on the phone about a job so she fed the stove and gestured with the kettle to ask if he wanted tea. He nodded yes.


Her phone chimed. There was a text from Billy about a prepaid plane ticket. Bring a bikini! Just for a second, his unexpected generosity made tears smart in Georgia’s eyes.


She handed her dad a cup of hot tea, tossed Melvin a biscuit, and then realizing her father wasn’t going to be off the phone anytime soon, headed upstairs to unearth some clothes for the trip.




Chapter Four


Looking in her closet, Georgia ruefully concluded she had everything she could ever want to wear if she were painting a house. Most of her T-shirts were torn or stretched. All her favorite jeans were frayed at the heels. The sweaters had holes at the elbows. Practically everything was covered in horsehair.


She pulled out a pale gold bias-cut thing she’d worn to graduation, where it had gotten a drink splashed on it. Holding the dress to the light, Georgia confirmed that the stains were still there but barely. She shrugged. It was the one dress she had. She laid it on the bed.


She dug out a worn pair of flip-flops and ragged cutoffs and paused to consider a vintage string bikini. The thought of exposing skin in January was seriously scary—she didn’t even want to think how white she was under her long johns.


But screw it, along with the swimsuit, she retrieved tweezers, a razor, and an ancient bottle of nail polish from under the sink and flung them all onto the bed. Since she had to work the late shift at the rabies clinic tonight, Georgia figured she’d wait until she actually arrived in Florida before removing the layers and doing some damage control.


What to wear to watch polo? Georgia thought about Pretty Woman and all that fluttering silk while the crowd did whatever it was they did with divots at halftime. She shook her head. Was she remembering wrong or did Richard Gere actually deck Julia out in a hat and white gloves? What kind of weird throwback was that? Georgia felt herself getting annoyed. It was typical Billy, who always looked perfect in every way, to give her packing anxiety.


She looked skyward for inspiration and almost laughed when she actually found some. She remembered that the attic contained vacuum-packed plastic bags of her mom’s old clothes.


Susan Fellowes had been beautiful. Probably still was. When Georgia was little, her mother had seemed impossibly glamorous, switching from one elegant and appropriate outfit to the next with the thoughtless ease most people spent brushing their teeth. It wasn’t so much that everything was expensive (though it probably was, Georgia realized now), it was more that she somehow wore clothes better than other people. Georgia, on the other hand, was secretly grateful to have veterinarian scrubs as an alibi against what she thought of as her total lack of style.


As she headed up to the attic, it was hard not to be aware of the ways the house had deteriorated since her mother left. Old rain leaks stained the ceiling, damp had blistered the wallpaper, and the banisters had been patiently waiting to be fixed for years. Georgia pushed down a rising tide of anxiety, one that had fueled her through grad school. She had the education now, she reassured herself. She had the job. She had everything she needed now to give back to her dad and start getting the house and farm on track.


She picked through a dusty garment rack in the corner of the attic, choosing a particularly plump and promising bag. She opened the seal and watched the plastic gradually uncrinkle and expand as if it were alive. There were dresses and slips and wide-legged pants. Georgia even found the garter her mother must have worn to her wedding. Shaking out a creased red sundress, she was suddenly hit with the memory of her mom in this—her smooth, tan shoulders, long neck, and chic cap of hair. Susan had paired the dress with strappy high heels and an armful of gold bangles that chimed like bells whenever she moved.


The dress still smelled faintly of her mother’s scent, clove and roses, and the smell summoned an indelible memory of her mother’s cool lips kissing her cheek. That would have been the day after Georgia’s ninth birthday. Her mother was leaving again. That was when Georgia had realized birthday wishes don’t always come true.


Her mom had lived for show jumping, and if she wasn’t training, then she was leaving for a competitive circuit that seemed to expand to fill the year. She was always either about to leave or just back, looking exhilarated but talking about how exhausted she was. To her daughter, she had seemed like a glorious Thoroughbred on a lunge line, going in wider and wider circles until, one day shortly before Georgia turned fourteen, she disappeared from view for good.


Georgia tried to shake off the sadness and, summoning a defiant sense of entitlement, slipped the red dress on. She zipped it up and smoothed out her hair in front of the big mirror leaning against the attic wall. When people said that Georgia looked like her mother, it made her feel hot and claustrophobic. There was no denying some of the ingredients were the same—beach brown hair (though Georgia’s was usually tied back or clipped up on her head in a tangled pile while Susan’s was always blown out to perfection) and the same almond-shaped hazel eyes under dark winged brows. But Georgia had inherited her dad’s pale skin and dusting of freckles, and absolutely none of her mother’s effortless elegance, she thought ruefully. With her full breasts and curves—good child-bearing hips, an ex had once told her—Georgia felt like a sturdy little Shetland compared to the high-crested Arabian that her mother had been.


She tugged at the neckline, uncomfortable. She was like a little girl playing dress-up, she thought. And she’d never been that kind of little girl.


Georgia remembered one of her last moments with her mother, watching through the bars of the banister as Susan packed. Georgia hadn’t known yet that her mother was leaving for good, but she never much liked watching her prepare to go, and she’d been looking resentful and accusatory probably—judging her mother the way only a daughter can. Her mom had gazed back at her, meeting her eyes.


“You’re not so different from me, my girl. You’ll see.”


Her words felt like a curse to Georgia.


Still did.


She shook her head at her reflection—ready to put the haunted red dress away—when the scuff of a sole made her jump and she saw that her dad had appeared beside her in the mirror, staring at her wearing the red dress with a world of hurt in his eyes. Before Georgia could explain, he turned and trudged heavily downstairs.




Chapter Five


Georgia talked to her boss, Dr. Jackson, and arranged to work a double shift at the clinic to make up for the time she’d be taking in Florida. She scrubbed her hands for the last patient of the day, snapped on some latex gloves, and got to work checking an old pug’s cataracts.


Georgia liked her job. And her colleagues and clients. Beyond being good at what she did, she was always willing to linger and hear the story that pet owners needed to tell. Which meant she was invariably running late, but promptness counted for much less than compassion in this world.


Georgia smiled at the little pop-eyed canine and scratched him behind his ear. “Looks like you’re not blind yet, Franklin.” The cataracts were not as advanced as she had first feared. A good case to end the day on—nothing like telling a pet owner that their beloved animal was in the clear.


That night, Georgia found her dad with his feet up reading the paper. She put the groceries away and began to put together some supper. It was funny—he’d held everything together for the two of them for so long, but since she’d come home, he’d been making it abundantly clear he was happy now for her to take over. As she set the table, he actually said how nice it was to have a woman’s touch around the place. Then he sighed and said he knew it couldn’t last forever.


“It’s just four days,” she said. “You’re not going to lose me to Florida.”


Her dad gave a skeptical grunt.


“You know I’m not interested in Palm Beach and that whole scene.”


“How are you going to get there?” her father asked.


“Billy’s paying,” she said quickly.


“That’s not what I meant,” he said, raising a brow at her defensiveness.


“Oh. Sorry. I’m flying out of Newburgh tomorrow.”


“So you’ll need a ride?”


Her dad said he needed the car—the only one they had in action, a twenty-year-old Mercedes—to get to an interview about a renovation in the morning. He’d been out of work too long for him to miss a job possibility, but a cab would cost way more than Georgia wanted to spend.


“So let’s ask Sam,” he said. Georgia hesitated but her dad was already dialing.


Sam was Georgia’s high school ex. They’d dated for three years, until she’d discovered a pair of another girl’s underwear beneath his bed. It was sickening to realize he’d been fooling around, but she’d had to admit that there was some secret relief, too. She’d been preparing to leave for college, and the question of whether they’d try to keep things up long distance had been needling at her. Sam seemed to take it for granted that they would wait it out, but Georgia wasn’t so sure. The infidelity had made it easy—no question about what to do at that point. But when she’d confronted him, Sam had been genuinely devastated, swearing it was a onetime thing, begging to let him make it up to her.


He had eventually accepted her decision—because he had no choice, really—but that had not kept him from faithfully calling and texting and sending care packages for all the years she had been away. And while she dated off and on, nobody had ever felt as serious, and Georgia had continued to feel tethered to her ex through the years.


Now Sam was doing almost embarrassingly well as a tax attorney in town and seemed determined to finally get her back for good since she’d returned from college. Local consensus was that the two of them getting back together was inevitable. Georgia’s dad never tried to hide his opinion that she should forgive a few teenage indiscretions when the man was a catch by any sensible standard.


But every time Sam turned up, with his gentle smile and soft, questioning eyes, Georgia couldn’t quite bring herself to open that particular door. She made excuses. She found reasons to be busy. She had so far been pretty successful in staying out of his way but it wasn’t easy in the face of such romantic tenacity. Sometimes, it seemed that her surrender was only a matter of time.




Chapter Six


Alejandro impatiently raked back his hair, tilted his jaw to the mirror, and rasped the razor over his soaped face. A few silver strands had appeared above his ears in the last year. To his eye, he was aging rapidly. It might help, he thought wryly, if he could get more than two hours’ sleep at a stretch.


The day’s match had failed to go his way. His team had been all over the place—harmony and strategy conspicuous by their absence and the opposition had taken full advantage. The humiliation was grim, and after the game, all he’d wanted to do was come home and be left in peace, but there could be no sitting out the evening’s dinner.


Social life in Wellington was a performance sport every bit as exacting as the competitive riding to which the town played host. The remainder of the season stretched ahead of Alejandro like an unending road—only one month in and the prospect of all the glad-handing and interminable dinners left to go already seemed exhausting. Alejandro splashed the last soap from his face, looked himself in the eye, and told himself to buck the fuck up.


Despite the previous night’s ill-considered ride, MacKenzie had played like a dream, and Alejandro’s own performance hadn’t been criminal. In many ways, he knew he was a better and more fearless player than he’d ever been. All his energy these last years had gone into riding, and grief seemed to have diminished his sense of risk.


But one daredevil player didn’t win a match, and Alejandro knew very well that he was not the leader his father Carlos had been. He would never have the hold over his little brother Sebastian that their father once had, and today his brilliant but dissolute hermano had been, at best, dialing it in. Plus Rory had seemed distracted by a pretty blonde in the stands, and though Lord Henderson had done his best, his best could not make up for the others.


Still La Victoria weren’t yet out of the running for the Carlos Del Campo Cup, and if he was going to redeem the season, what Alejandro really needed to bring to the team was inspiration, discipline, and a deft and unexpected unifying strategy. Shave done, he slapped some Polo Red on his cheeks and pulled on a fresh shirt.


A rancher at heart, Alejandro always slightly resented the effort of dressing for dinner. He’d rather have his team around the kitchen table in Argentina, legs stretched under the long, scrubbed pine table, than meet under what felt like stage lighting in a Florida club. Still, dinner at the Player’s Club had been his mother’s initiative and canceling on Pilar was not an option. Certainly she had lost as much as he had over the years, if not even more, and she had never let her own grief be an excuse to dodge a single commitment, so he could hardly hold up one rather pathetic game as justification to check out. Buffeted by tragedy the last few years, the Del Campos would never welcome pity. He must show the world that the family were not just surviving, but thriving.


He left his dressing room and took the stairs two at a time to his daughter, Valentina’s room. She was lying on her bed, swathed in a velour sweatsuit, her glossy black hair covered up in huge headphones. She gave him only a cursory glance.


“Fifteen minutes, V,” he said. “Go ahead and change. We don’t want to keep your abuela waiting.”


In fact, Pilar was already waiting in the huge front hall of their home, a long-suffering look on her face. She thumbed a magazine, sapphires flashing at her wrist and ears.


He kissed his mother’s cheek. “Cinco minutos, Mamá,” he said. “I just have to check the barn.”


He had a good loyal team that traveled with him from Argentina, and stable hands converged from all over North America in Florida each year. The relocation of his team and family and thirty ponies was a huge undertaking and needed almost as much of his time as playing did.


He took a quick tour of the barn to see that the tuck—the last check of the evening—was under way without event. Conversation ended abruptly as he entered. The atmosphere was muted, as it always was after a lost game.


In front of so many of his staff, Alejandro was acutely aware of their disappointment, and he knew he should offer his crew some apology. He realized what a boost it would have been for every one of his people had he managed to win today.


And yet, he suddenly felt himself tongue-tied, unable to make one more apology after a solid year of apologies. So he merely left his staff with a brisk good night and drove the car round to the front of the house for his mother and daughter.




Chapter Seven


Before Alejandro could take the ticket from the club’s valet parking guy, Valentina, wearing a dress so short that Alejandro had to quell his urge to take off his jacket and wrap it around her waist, stalked ahead to the restaurant entrance.


Sometimes it was hard for him not to watch her with worry. Three years on and he could see that she was still in the teeth of the tragedy. He occasionally wondered whether she would ever be okay again, whether the damage was permanent. Thirteen was such a hard age to lose a mother. Just when she was turning into a woman, she had lost her most trusted guide. Now, at sixteen, she had grown into a tempestuous beauty who looked, and sometimes acted, much older than her age. She could easily pass for twenty. Alejandro could see the eyes of every man she passed appraise his gorgeous daughter, and he struggled to bite back his temper. They thought they were looking at a woman, but she was just a little girl.


Alejandro glanced at his mother. Her wide green eyes never missed a thing, and though her lips almost imperceptibly pursed at Valentina’s rudeness, she didn’t say a word.


Alejandro knew that Pilar adored her sons and granddaughter. She was careful always to let him lead, to make way for him as the new head of the family. But for all her tact, Alejandro had the constant feeling she was biting her tongue, restraining herself from saying something that might rock the already shaky foundations of the Del Campo clan.


They walked along the path of floodlit palms and were greeted by Rocky, the club’s longtime doorman. He gave Alejandro a hint of a bow and held the door for Pilar. Inside, the place was packed with air-kissing, glass-clinking people who, Alejandro knew for a fact, loathed each other.


He smiled wryly. The Wellington scene made him think of wars past when combatants would dine together at the end of a day’s battle.


As he passed the packed tables, heads turned and voices dropped. He thought he knew what they’d be saying. Not the man his father was. Lost his nerve. Burned out. Peaked too soon. He’ll never win in the wake of all that tragedy. Alejandro kept his eyes straight ahead, jaw set.


They were shown to the central table, where Alejandro could see from his brother’s flushed cheeks and predatory smile that he and Rory were well into a bottle of good Scotch already.


Lord Henderson stood to greet Alejandro warmly. Hendy, as they called him, was a rock. He came from a family as old as England and saw the world in strong and simple terms. He’d been a solid and loyal consigliere to Carlos Del Campo and offered not only his own fortune but a continuity and an affable stability to the team since.


Rory was busy ordering another drink, and Sebastian‘s eyes were unashamedly undressing the prettiest of the waitresses. And she wasn’t making much secret of her appetite for him in turn.


Alejandro accepted a cranberry and soda and the menu. He loved his brother and sometimes envied the easy way he seemed to walk through life. Wellington was his element. Outside of polo, the majority of the men in the equestrian set were gay, so the heterosexual women outnumbered the straight men in Wellington by nearly two to one. The polo players could pretty much take their pick of willing sexual partners.


There was an undeniable draw about a man on a horse, and for polo players, “stick chick” opportunities were endless. Everywhere the brothers went, there were women angling for an invitation, and Sebastian had been taking full advantage since the age of fifteen.


Alejandro had always been content to let his brother claim that territory. Ever since Alejandro was a kid, polo had been his obsession, and any girl who was interested in him had to be willing to play second fiddle to the game. There had been a few women who were willing to tolerate his split affection, and they had all been perfectly lovely, bright young girls—but none of them had really managed to turn his head away from the ponies for long. And then, from the moment he’d been introduced to Olivia, his own path had been made clear.


The waiter arrived at the table to take their drink order. Valentina looked up from under long lashes and asked for a glass of champagne. The waiter looked like he was going to give it to her, too, until Alejandro growled, “She’s sixteen. She’ll have lemonade.”


Ignoring his pretty daughter’s protests and wondering when he got cast in the role of brooding, gloomy patriarch, Alejandro reflected that Olivia had only been two years older than Valentina was now when they’d first met.


He pulled himself up. His late wife was like a groove to which his mind kept returning. Let it go. He was here at the start of a fresh new season. Today’s result notwithstanding, anything was possible. He took a moment to enjoy his mother’s imperious charm as she ordered. And smiled at his daughter bantering back and forth with Sebastian and Rory. For all the eyeliner and attitude, Valentina was still his little girl.


“Are you ready to order dinner, or waiting for one more?” the waiter asked, nodding at the empty chair.


Pilar met Alejandro’s eyes. “I asked Cricket to join us.”


On cue, there was a small commotion at the doorway and three men barked with laughter and parted to reveal Cricket—British show-jumping star and equestrian set pinup—making maximum impact on entrance as she did everywhere she went. Cricket had been given the nickname by her family when she and her first pony cleared parallel bars from a standing start. Since Cricket loathed her given name, Candida, and loved to jump, she’d made it her business to see the nickname stuck.


Rory stood prematurely to pull out a chair, and Cricket made her way slowly toward them, dipping her cheek to be kissed at tables along the way and glancing up coyly at Alejandro whenever her breasts were displayed to best advantage. With her platinum mop of hair and bee-stung lips, she always looked distractingly ready for bed.


She arrived in a soft cloud of some delicious Bond Street scent, waved kisses at them all, and slid into her seat with a quick look at the mirror behind the table. Apparently satisfied that she was perfect, she gave Alejandro a slow, entitled smile, which took in the entirety of their history.


There was an easy elegance about the way Cricket did everything, Alejandro thought as he watched her shake out her napkin and accept an air kiss from a passing publicist. Maybe because her family had been British horse royalty for generations, she made playing the Wellington scene seem like second nature. As Pilar repeatedly and pointedly said, Cricket was going to make some lucky someone a formidable wife.


She raised her champagne to Alejandro in a silent toast and brought the flute to her mouth, a gleam of speculation in her lovely, slanting eyes.




Chapter Eight


The morning of her flight, Georgia was up yawning before dawn to feed and say good-bye to the animals, the barn, the mountains, the land … The old stone cottage looked heart-stoppingly beautiful in the dawn light, the rising sun reflected off the snow in soft shades of rose and gold.


Get a grip, she thought. She was already nostalgic, and she hadn’t even left.


Sam arrived early, and when he pulled up in his dark blue pickup truck, whether it was pre-trip jitters or not, Georgia’s heart did skip a little. With his sandy hair and easy smile, there was no denying the guy’s appeal. But once it was just the two of them in the truck, the intimacy felt like dangerous territory so Georgia stuck with thanks again for the ride and then gazed determinedly out the window, feigning fascination with the snow-weighted branches.


Sam didn’t seem to mind the lack of repartee and comfortably went about filling in the silence. He told her how pleased his neighbor was with the way she’d looked after their dog’s luxating patella. He didn’t like to think what would have happened if she hadn’t spotted the wobble in his walk. “The family thinks you’re some kind of dog-whisperer now, Georgia. Kept telling me you saw the problem before it even was a problem.”


Georgia shrugged him off, embarrassed. She did seem to have a knack for sometimes noticing things that other people might not, but she put that down to paying attention and a dose of beginner’s luck. Taking it any more seriously might jinx things.


She politely asked about his work, and he chatted happily about tax season. Georgia tried to stay focused, but she couldn’t help it—the minute Sam started talking about money, he always lost her.


After a few minutes, he seemed to realize she’d checked out and abruptly changed the course of the conversation by telling her that a space had come up for rent in the building he owned—right under his office—and how he always thought it would make a good place for a clinic.


He’s right, Georgia thought. It would. And she was sure the rent would be cheap. She imagined what it would be like to have him just a stairwell away all day long and half smiled. Not a landlord you could complain about. But still, the complications felt infinite so she put him off, saying she was still learning so much at the animal hospital she wasn’t ready to branch out on her own just yet.


He offered to park, but Georgia told him she’d be fine so they pulled up to the drop-off lane at the airport. While Georgia scrolled through her phone for her e-ticket, he jumped out and grabbed her bags. She awkwardly gave him a kiss on the cheek as a good-bye and said thanks again, but as she pulled away, he grasped her arm with one hand and produced a small, wrapped parcel in his other. For one breathless and irrational moment, she thought he might actually be about to propose.


“A late Christmas present,” he said, smiling bashfully. “I’ve been carrying it around, hoping I’d get the chance to see you, but you’ve made yourself scarce.”


It was a necklace. A contemporary silver pendant. Sleek and pretty, and so obviously expensive that, for a split second, Georgia could not help but imagine selling it to help with the cost of a new roof for the barn. She chased this ungrateful thought away, but paused before thanking him, not sure she was ready to accept all that this gift implied.
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