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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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To my wonderful wife, Delfi—for giving me Hilario, Aurora, Artemio, and Alba. You are all the best things that ever happened to me.
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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.


“Sam, I …”


He waved away her equivocation. “Please,” he said as he lifted the chain, “just try it on.” He clasped the necklace at the nape of her neck, and as his knuckles brushed against her skin, Georgia felt an involuntary shiver of pleasure. It had been a long time since any man had touched her—her dad’s occasional absentminded pat on the top of her head most definitely did not count—and for a moment, she allowed herself to fantasize about being with Sam again, how easy it would be.


He stepped back. “It looks perfect on you.”


She touched it, hesitant, and then relented. “Thank you. It’s lovely.”


Sam gazed at her intently. “Georgia, I know now’s not the right time, but I do want to talk with you. When you’re back? Can we have dinner?”


Georgia’s smile faltered. But he’d been so decent, how could she say no? “Of course. I’d like that.”


She walked away and then glanced back and saw Sam was still standing there, watching her go. He raised his hand and gave a sweet, easy, just slightly beseeching smile. Georgia firmly made herself smile back at him, waving with what she hoped looked like real enthusiasm.


She boarded, filing past the smug first-class passengers and into her seat. The cabin was cramped, she was sitting in the center, and the elderly man sitting next to her smelled distinctly of Bengay cream, but she suddenly realized that she was happier than she’d been in weeks. It was almost alarming, how excited she was to leave.


Checking messages before going into airplane mode, she found she had an e-mail from Billy with the title “Get the picture?”


There was a link to a piece in Wellington Magazine called “The Season’s Most Sought-After Equestrian Accessories,” flanked by ads for catering, cosmetic surgery, private jets, and multimillion-dollar realty.


Georgia swiped down to the photo of Billy’s latest crush, Beau, proudly displaying on his arm one of the “beautiful bespoke saddles he makes for the world’s most exacting polo players.” He looked like the perfect Southern gentleman: strawberry blond, chiseled features, well bred, badly behaved. Exactly Billy’s type.


The photo had him handing the saddle to a guy in his late twenties who looked like a rock star in polo gear. Brown, shoulder-length hair, caramel-colored skin, rakish eyebrows, and a mischievous smile. But it was the man next to him that really caught Georgia’s attention. Has to be the older brother, she thought. Same hair, shorter cut. Tall, broad, maybe late thirties, but with a much wryer and more reluctant smile that didn’t quite reach his ice blue eyes.


Georgia enlarged the caption:


Sebastian and Alejandro Del Campo, scions of the legendary polo dynasty. She looked at them a long beat, a little dazzled by all the beauty and privilege, before turning off her phone and worrying all over again about her wardrobe.


* * *


The plane banked as they readied for landing. Back home, the world had been snow white for so long that seeing the glorious colors—the turquoise sea against the white sand—was like some kind of retinal therapy—a color board of bliss.


Traveling was part of what she’d denied herself in what felt like forever. She was a little afraid now to find out how much she liked it. She had a sudden flashback to sitting at the kitchen counter as a little girl. Her mother spun a globe and trailed a long finger over all the places to which she’d already been and then all the places she still counted on seeing. “You’ll see them, too, Georgie,” her mother had said.


The plane bounced as it hit the tarmac, jolting her out of the unacceptable swell of emotion. Georgia brushed away a rogue tear. She hadn’t counted on the possibility that coming to Florida—to her mother’s old haunt—would affect her so deeply. She took a deep breath, determined not to let the old hurt ruin her long weekend.




Chapter Nine


Georgia was swept from the plane by a tide of money on the move. Exiting behind first class, she couldn’t help noticing the ease with which the rich traveled. The loose white linen shirts on the men, beautifully cut white linen pants on the women. Monogrammed everything. And it was funny, since agreeing to help Billy grab his love in the land of polo, she was seeing the Ralph Lauren and US Polo Association logos everywhere. She had to wonder how many of the people walking around with ever-bigger insignias of the horse and player emblazoned on their chest had any idea how the game was actually played.


She found Billy waiting at the curb, leaning against a slate gray car as sleek and neat as he was. He flashed her his gorgeous smile, blinding white against his tan skin, slung her bags into the backseat, and then caught her in a warm hug. She always felt a bit unwieldy next to Billy, but it was far too good to see him to mind.


“Pretty,” Georgia said of the little Porsche.


“Christmas,” Billy said quickly, with the decency to look a little embarrassed. “I drove it down after the holidays.” Billy’s parents had made a fortune from some sort of powdered sports drink and seen to it their only son couldn’t run through his trust fund if he tried. Which he did.


Though he didn’t need the money, Billy did like to keep himself busy, always coming up with new business schemes. His latest venture was sourcing the world’s most luxurious leathers to make artisan bags handcrafted at price-on-demand expense. Every few months, he copied Georgia on a press release to show they’d been featured in a Vogue somewhere around the globe, but as far as she could tell, he’d actually only sold one or two so far.


He put the roof down and tunes on, and before Georgia could put on her seatbelt, he lurched away from the curb with a reckless lack of clutch control. They sped out beneath the airport underpass and into the Florida sun.


Billy changed lanes without looking and chattered happily about everything he’d planned for the weekend. In classic Wayfarers, a sleek jersey tee, and spotless white jeans, he was, Georgia thought, a study in hip elegance. In her wrinkled pants and tank top, she felt horribly plain and frumpy.


They were cruising past some of the most immaculate landscaping she had ever seen. Manicured paddocks and pristine fencing, the edges of everything were impeccable. Vast barns were set back from the road, supersize houses looming behind. “This place is unreal,” she said.


“Welcome to Welly World, Georgia Fellowes.” Billy grinned. “You’re going to love it, and I’m going to spoil you while I’ve got you. On today’s schedule: manis, massages, margaritas—let the pampering begin! I owe you big time. But first, I’m afraid we need to make a quick pit stop at the polo grounds—”


Georgia groaned. “Already?”


“Sing for your supper, girl,” he said. “But don’t worry. I’m not forcing you to watch any actual polo ’til tomorrow. Today’s about scoping out Beau—while enjoying some generously sponsored drinking—before I whisk you off for a thorough spoiling.”


He turned to her, his eyes sparkling. “Did you open that picture I sent? Was he not the cutest man you’ve ever seen?”


There was a tiny silence while Georgia thought about the brothers in the photo. Cute didn’t quite cut it. In fact, magnificent was more like it.


“Beau,” Billy pressed. “He’s edible, right?”


“Oh. Yes. Beau.” Georgia nodded quickly. “Super cute. And how perfect that he’s in leather—”


“Right? He’s in the business! I’m envisioning a dynasty built on love and rawhide. I mean, there are only so many six-figure purses I’m ever going to sell but these horsey types are made of money, and there’s no portion control when it comes to their accessories. Beau has contacts up to his adorable little ears—”


“I bet,” Georgia said.


“And you saw the Del Campo boys?” Billy said, adopting a terrible Spanish accent. “Del Campo … Don’t you love how that sounds on your tongue? It’s like the firm hand of fate on your lower back, like a deep clinch on a starry beach …” He groaned pornographically. “Oh, Señor Del Campo.”


“Stop, you’re ridiculous,” Georgia said as Billy turned into a long private drive. “Anyway, they’re probably gay.”


“No, no,” Billy said. “Maybe if they were show jumpers or dressage, but almost everyone’s hetero on the polo field. Believe you me, I’d know.”


She laughed to acknowledge that it was probably so. Then she rested her head back as they passed beneath towering palms, and she felt her muscles begin to unclench in the warm, lush breeze. It was surreal to Georgia to think it was January.


Passing a glossy red monogrammed horse trailer, she felt a swell of interest in seeing what were supposed to be some of the most impressive ponies in the world. She was surprised to find herself even a little disappointed she wouldn’t see polo played right away.


“So, anyway,” Billy said, “I think things are getting kind of serious with Beau. Last night—in the middle of what I will simply call a really good time so as not to offend your delicate sensibilities—he almost said the L word. And if he had, I swear to God, I would have said it right back. So you are here just in the nick of time, Peaches. If I’m missing the obvious and this guy is actually bad news, I need someone to tell me right now, before I’m in too deep.”


Georgia shook her head. “I don’t know why you think I have some sort of magical sixth sense for this kind of thing.”


Billy swerved a little as he looked over at her. “Because you do. It’s your gift. You can always read the vibes around someone—human or animal. It’s what makes you such a good vet and a good friend. I mean, you called out every jerk I ever dated—right from the first day you met them—but it’s just taken me this long to actually want to listen to you.”


Georgia laughed. “I’ll do what I can. But please don’t blame me if I’m wrong.”


“Oh, don’t worry, I will,” said Billy merrily. “Now, I happen to know that Beau’s going to be trapped in the Maserati press tent right after the match, and so your job is to get trapped with him and chat the man up. Get a feel for him, find out his secrets, see if you think I should hide the keys to my car.”


“Sounds easy enough,” Georgia said distractedly as she flipped down the visor to look in the mirror. Frowning at the dark shadows under her hazel eyes, she made a face and snapped it back up. “Shouldn’t I change, though?” she said. “I actually brought a dress—”


“You did?” Billy laughed. “Georgia Fellowes, I am astonished to learn that you’re not immune to vanity after all.” He glanced at her. “No, you’re perfect just as you are. There’s no hiding that body and that whole sexy librarian thing you’ve got going is set to turn every head. You’ll be a breath of fresh air down here, Peaches. You just be you, and the men will come running.”


Georgia rolled her eyes. “I’m only here for four days. I’m not looking to meet a man.”


Billy raised an eyebrow. “Oh, darling, I’ll make sure you meet lots of men, and then you can simply take your pick. A little flirtation to take the edge off your winter.” He cocked his head critically at Georgia a beat longer and reached behind him, swerving again as he did, to retrieve a gift bag from the backseat. “You could use a hit of color, though. See if there’s something in yesterday’s swag. Press tent goody bag.”


For a girl like Georgia with one wand of desiccated mascara and a smushed old lip gloss to her name, a bag full of makeup freebies made her feel both giddy and intimidated. She just never quite knew what to do with the stuff.


“Go easy,” Billy said as she puckered up to consider a second coat of lipstick. “You want to work that whole ‘I have my mind on higher things’ look.”


A few minutes later, they were pulling in to the Everglades Polo Club beneath a logo of crossed palms and mallets. Billy tossed his keys to a parking valet with a wink. Georgia smiled for a second to think how dismayed the poor guy would be if she’d handed him the keys to her ancient Mercedes, scattered with old parking tickets and pistachio shells. But then again, she thought, as she saw the highhanded way some of the guests treated the valets, at least she’d be sure to give a big tip.




Chapter Ten


Inside the grounds, the air was festive with post-match revelry. Billy set the pace, scooping up their security passes without breaking stride. Looking longingly at the happy activity around the ranks of horse trailers, where ponies were being hosed and groomed and loaded back into their trailers by casually glamorous grooms, Georgia hurried to follow her friend.


Weaving through the many beautiful girls in Lilly Pulitzer prints and skimpy silk dresses fluttering like bunting in the sunshine, all Georgia’s worries about being underdressed went out the window. With so many gorgeous sights to see, it was quite obvious that no one would look at her at all.


They passed vivid orange Veuve Clicquot tents; craft tents where little girls in smocked dresses painted wooden polo ponies; and a gaggle of women staggering by on six-inch heels that Georgia imagined they must be wishing they’d left at home.


She caught a glimpse of a red dress and felt her heart constrict in a sudden unreasonable flash of panic. Oh God, what if she ran into her mother here? She stopped for a moment and tried to shake off the silly fear. The last Georgia’s dad had heard, she’d been in St. Moritz—a safe continent away.


Billy grasped her elbow and steered her through the crowd, giving his inimitable running commentary on the characters they passed. A literary celebrity in his trademark white suit, one of last season’s Real Housewives in a ravishing backless sundress, a stunning transgender actress recently seen on the cover of a magazine with cleavage as taut as rubber dinghies, actors, singers, bankers, dandies, barely dressed horsey groupies, and a theatrically busy club manager in a monogrammed blazer and orange suede loafers, conspicuously wielding a walkie-talkie. Between Billy’s wry asides, Georgia caught snatches of passing conversations in a dozen foreign accents.


Nobody, Georgia saw, was trying to be subtle about their wealth here. Everything that could be had been dipped in diamanté: riding boots, saddles, wrists, ring fingers, and pinkies. It was as if all the money in the world had slid into the laps of people with horses.


They moved through something Billy called the tailgate section, but it was like no tailgate Georgia had ever seen. These tents were decorated in every conceivable theme, from Moroccan luxury desert dweller with Berber carpets and jewel-colored throw pillows to redneck hipster with pristine hay bales and ironic kerchiefs around the waitstaff necks.


Billy scanned the crowd with fierce determination and homed in on his target. “There he is.” He smiled triumphantly. “With the team.”


She followed the direction of his gaze and made out a distinctive profile, smooth gold skin, pale blue eyes, and a thick mop of red-blond hair. Beau was flanked by two tall, wide backs in tight La Victoria team T-shirts. Their sleek, dark heads ducked as one into the shade of the Maserati tent.


The tent perimeter was being policed by very pretty security—a girl with severely pulled back hair, bright red lips, and a look on her face that seemed to say she lived to turn people away.


“Oh God,” Georgia said, frantically trying to brush the worst of the wrinkles from her travel-worn clothes. “I look like I just crawled out of bed. They’ll stop me at the door.”


But Billy flashed their laminated passes, and to the evident disappointment of the clipboard chick, they were in. As their eyes adjusted to the filtered light in the tent, Billy paused for a second to pat down his closely cropped curls and straighten his tee over his perfect abs, then scooped two plastic goblets of champagne, handed one to Georgia, and arranged himself behind Beau as if he’d been standing there all day.


Beau turned and smiled. “Hey, you,” his voice a smooth Virginia drawl, “I was hoping you’d show up. Where you been all day?”


“Remember? I had to meet my best friend at the airport,” Billy said. “This is Georgia. She’s a veterinarian. Specialist in equine medicine.”


Georgia raised an eyebrow. Given her recent responsibilities, that was a bit of a stretch, but she appreciated Billy trying to make her look good.


Beau tore his eyes away from Billy’s to shake Georgia’s hand with a warm smile. “I’ve heard a lot about you already, Georgia. So glad to finally meet you in person.”


Georgia returned the smile. “Likewise,” she said.


Georgia watched the way Beau moved closer to Billy, and she relaxed a bit. It was clear the guy was smitten. Which was no surprise really, since Billy was one of the most irresistible people she knew.


Beau briefed Billy on the honorable defeat of the Del Campo team, La Victoria, at the match they’d just missed, and Georgia resisted a retort about the irony of the team name. The two men talked animatedly about the party they’d attended last night, the tequila casualties and the overall extravagance, and as their voices rapidly rose and fell, Georgia felt her eyes wandering and her shoes sinking into the deep green grass. Finally, Billy looked over at her and gave her a little nod. “I’m going to go refresh our drinks. I’ll be right back.”


Beau watched Billy walk away and then turned to Georgia and grinned. “So, what do I have to do to pass the Best Friend Test?”


Georgia laughed, sheepish. “Oh, so you know?”


Beau shook his head, amused. “Billy is as transparent as a window. But that’s one of the reasons I like him so much. The guy can’t hide anything from anyone.”


“That’s true. He never could,” said Georgia. She smiled at Beau. She had a good feeling about him.


Billy returned, and talk turned to the afternoon match and the saddles Beau made. Beau described them with lively eyes while never taking his hand off Billy’s arm.


“Hey, Beau,” came a low, laughing voice.


“Sebastian. You remember Billy. And this is Georgia.”


She turned around to see Sebastian Del Campo—looking every bit as outlandishly handsome as he had in his photo. With him was a shorter, redheaded man with a dazzling smile, whom Beau introduced as Rory Weymouth.


The men shook her hand with old-world charm and slid into practiced repartee, taking turns asking where she was from and how long she’d be staying. Certainly their spirits didn’t seem dimmed by recent defeat.


Georgia could tell that their disarmingly attentive double act was probably due to some running tally of conquests between the two. She had zero intention of being added to either of their lists, but she had to admit, it was fun to be flanked by two such good-looking and very friendly men.


“Georgia has horses, too,” Billy said, apropos of nothing, and buried his nose back in his flute.


Sebastian looked interested. “What kind of stable do you have?”


Georgia shrugged, embarrassed. “Well, we don’t have horses like you have horses. I mean, not ones you can actually ride these days. We have a sweet old mustang named Ben—you can’t mount him, though, his last owner foundered him, and so his feet are too sore. And we have a one-eyed donkey named Jenny. You could ride her, I suppose—but she only goes in circles—you know, because of the one-eye thing.”


Rory looked rather startled, but Sebastian threw back his head and laughed.




Chapter Eleven


Alejandro glanced across the room at the sound of his brother laughing and tried to see whomever he was talking to. He got a glimpse of a pretty, spirited face, animated by conversation, before Rory moved to loom over her and obscure the view.


He realized his audience was waiting for a reaction and smiled and nodded at the ring of people around him, trying to concentrate on the story that the socialite in the tight turquoise dress was telling and hoping he was hiding how claustrophobic he felt.


He hated these press events. Every which way he turned, someone waited to talk to him, touch him, demanding his attention. He knew it was part of the job—and he tried his best to satisfy—but the longer he stood, grinning like a fool and saying the same polite and predictable things over and over, the more horrifically restless he became. The mandatory mingling was bad enough when his team had won; but forced jollity after a loss like today’s added serious insult to injury.


Sebastian laughed even louder, and Alejandro turned his head again. His brother and Rory were pulling out all the stops, competing over their afternoon target. They crowded in front of her, jostling for attention and blocking their poor prey from his sight. He saw Sebastian break away to get a refill on his drink. Fantastic—just what he needed—Sebastian on the rampage. He sure as hell didn’t want a hangover handicap hurting their odds tomorrow on top of their dismal performance this afternoon.


The blonde finished her story finally, tossing off some dirty punch line about girth, which generated a round of guffawing laughter from her audience. Alejandro took that as his cue, quickly excusing himself before he was caught up in another round of unbearably inane conversation.


He wound his way through the crowd, past women sporting spray-on dresses and customer service smiles, and sought out his teammates.


He strode over toward his brother, laid one hand on his shoulder, and took the champagne from his hand. He spoke to him in quick, low Spanish. “Che, hermano, I thought we agreed not to drink during the season?”


Sebastian shrugged, then smiled and answered him in English. “I think maybe you agreed to that, Jandro. Not me. I’d never let free champagne go to waste.” He plucked the drink back from Alejandro’s hand and drained it.


Alejandro shook his head. Sebastian had more natural talent than any player he knew but sometimes seemed ready to piss it away with partying, and he was enabled by Rory, who never met a good time he didn’t like. But after another defeat, with all eyes on them, someone had to set a standard.


Apparently Sebastian recognized the look in his brother’s eyes and cut off the lecture before it began. “Before you start in on family honor, big brother, let me introduce you to some friends.” Sebastian turned toward the group. “You know Beau, of course, and this is Billy.”


Alejandro nodded as the sleek, dark-skinned man on Beau’s arm shook his hand.


“And this is Billy’s friend Georgia.”


Alejandro felt his breath catch in his chest. The woman smiling up at him was not Sebastian or Rory’s typical stick chick. In fact, Alejandro had never seen anyone like her in Wellington before. In a room full of women working their surgically enhanced assets to the max, she stood out in her simplicity. Tawny, golden brown hair was pinned up in messy curls; warm, hazel eyes met his with intelligent curiosity. Her luminous skin appeared to be free of makeup, except for a faint hint of red on her full lips. She wore a simple tank and wide-legged trousers that showed off the strong, clean lines of her generous curves. He almost smiled to see that, instead of expensive wedge sandals or designer riding boots, she wore a pair of little red sneakers on her feet.


He had a sudden unsummoned image of what it would be like to wake up next to her, the curls tumbling down her naked back, that beautiful, creamy skin bare from head to toe …


“Hello,” she said, extending a hand. “Georgia Fellowes.” Her voice was low and appealing.


“Pleased to meet you, Ms. Fellowes. I am Alejandro Del Campo.” He took her small hand in his and felt his whole body tighten in response to her fingers’ touch.


Her pale cheeks flushed a delicate, petal pink. He looked at her eyes, trying to decide if they were dark green or hazel. They seemed to change with the light.


“I know,” she said, and blushed even deeper.


* * *


Ugh, thought Georgia as she snatched back her hand, rookie mistake. Could she be any more embarrassing—confusing celebrity for familiarity? Just because she knew who he was didn’t mean she actually knew the man. She hoped he didn’t think she was one of the countless polo groupies stalking the grounds.


God, he was good looking, though. Not in a flashy way like his brother. There was nothing flirty or boyish about him at all. He was entirely a man. He was taller and had broader shoulders than Sebastian. His skin was a slightly darker shade of gold. Sebastian was obviously athletic, but Alejandro moved with a deeply coiled strength and power, the muscles in his chest and arms straining against his form-fitting polo shirt. She couldn’t help glancing down at his tight white jeans, at his long legs and taut thighs, his polished knee-high boots, the way the fabric stretched tantalizingly over the considerable bulge at his crotch. She blinked rapidly, willing herself to look back at his face. His mouth was not his brother’s either, both more generous and yet more severe. But it was his eyes that were the most striking difference. While Sebastian’s light green eyes were filled with rude mischief and the promise of fun, this man’s ice blue gaze was unfathomable, almost haunted. He was definitely a man in some kind of pain, she thought as she studied his face.


Listen to yourself, she thought impatiently, presuming all this understanding. He’s probably pained by my inability to make conversation, more than anything. Get a grip, girl.


Realizing that she’d done little but stare, and mortified by her awkward silence, Georgia opened her mouth to speak, but before she could get a word out, a polo groupie—who couldn’t have been any more than sixteen—came crashing into the tent for an autograph. She sent Georgia’s elbow flying, and her champagne nearly spilled onto the ground. In one deft move, Alejandro stepped up, grabbed her elbow, and steadied the glass.


Security arrived just after to lead the poor girl away, but Sebastian stopped them and signed the girl’s napkin first, giving her a wink and a smile as well.


Alejandro stood beside Georgia, still gripping her arm. She could feel his warm breath against her temple.


Georgia swallowed nervously. “Nice reflexes.” She showed Alejandro her still almost-full glass.


He raised an eyebrow and slowly released her arm, his fingers brushing against her skin. “I should hope so,” he said dryly. “It’s how I make a living.”


“Well,” she blurted out, “I hope to see you play,” and cringed inwardly at how fantastically banal she could be.


He took a step closer. “And I hope you’ll see us win. You’ll be here tomorrow?”


“Of course she will,” interjected Billy. “She’s dying to see the ponies. She’s a veterinarian, you know, specializing in equine medicine.”


“Really?” Sebastian asked. “She seems unfairly attractive for a vet.”


“Considerably easier on the eye than our Dr. Gustavo,” Rory remarked.


“Speaking of which,” said Sebastian, tipping his head meaningfully.


Alejandro glanced across the room and his face grew stony. He turned to his brother. “Why aren’t those two checking the ponies?”


Georgia followed their gaze and saw, across the tent, a short, barrel-chested man jabbing a chinless Brooks Brothers type in the chest.


Sebastian nodded, amused. “Dr. Gustavo’s too busy letting Dr. Evan know who’s boss.”


Alejandro made a low sound of exasperation. “Excuse me,” he murmured, and brushed past Georgia to head for the unfortunate pair at the bar.




Chapter Twelve


Alejandro felt his annoyance grow as he glad-handed his way rapidly across the room. The first interesting face he’d seen since getting to Florida and immediately work intervened. He glanced back at Georgia, briefly pausing to watch the way she toyed with a stray caramel-colored curl at the base of her neck. For a moment, Alejandro was tempted to turn around and finish the conversation that had barely begun. But then he looked back at the bar and saw Dr. Gustavo, his face already flushed with drink, slam down a shot of something. Now was not the time to get distracted. There was the string to think of.


He threaded his way through the crowd, trying to ignore the fact that everyone he passed wanted his attention. Every interaction in these tents was a trap. All those bright, eager faces wanting something from him. He knew he should be grateful, these were his fans for the most part—people who only wished him well—but sometimes the unrelenting scrutiny could feel less like love and more like ownership. As if they were entitled to just about everything he had to give—not just an autograph or a quick selfie, but his heart, his soul, and when he was losing as he’d been lately, even a pound or two of his metaphorical flesh.


Alejandro could see that Gustavo was snapping his fingers at the barman for another drink. The vet’s manner was really getting more and more insufferable.


The other vet, Dr. Evan, had been a problem since day one. Alejandro never should have let Gustavo make the pick. Worried that he was losing influence with the team, the older man made sure that the new vet was cringingly weak and totally biddable. And while the pathetic specimen he’d chosen did serve to make Dr. Gus look good in comparison, he did pretty much zero to benefit the team.


Alejandro gave the men a terse hello and suggested they might like to get back to the barns to check on the ponies. Gustavo colored and set down his drink as if he’d been slapped.


Alejandro resented the older man for forcing him into what had to sound like a reprimand and wished—not for the first time—that he had whatever quality would inspire his staff simply to do the right thing, sparing him the necessity of acting like an asshole.


Valentina appeared, wanting money for one of the thousands of overpriced trinkets on sale. The girl could run through cash like nothing Alejandro had ever known. Still irritated by the vets and his brother, he decided it would be easier to just give in. He reached in his pocket for a fifty. Valentina gave him a perfunctory kiss on the cheek and then folded and pocketed the crisp note and turned away. He was left with the uncomfortable feeling he’d just bought his way out of a scene. One more loss of unrecoverable control.


* * *


Georgia watched as Alejandro was kissed by a stunning girl with long, dark bangs wearing the latest everything. By contrast with the blushing wreck the man had made of her, this woman looked completely fearless in his presence, tugging on his shirt and speaking to Alejandro as if they were the only two in the room. He offered her something which she snatched from his hand before kissing him and then turning on her heel. Alejandro looked for a second like his heart might break.


Georgia tried to curb her stupid disappointment. Of course, she didn’t know who the young woman was to Alejandro, but the interaction between them dripped with intimate familiarity. She smiled ruefully, thinking that she had, at last, disproven Billy’s faith in her ability to take the measure of a man almost as soon as she met him, because she sure as heck hadn’t pegged Alejandro as being the type who dated the barely legal.


A voice over the loudspeaker announced that the grounds would be closing in thirty minutes. Sebastian suggested Beau and Billy and Georgia meet them at the Player’s Club after the match tomorrow evening. Rory gave Georgia a salacious wink as he left. Sebastian swooped in for two kisses, murmuring a very private “Lovely to meet you” in Georgia’s ear as he slipped away.


Beau had to return to pack up his booth so he and Billy unpeeled their fingers with a lingering look of promise. As the tent crowd moved toward the exits, Billy looked to Georgia with barely contained hope in his coffee-colored eyes. “So?” he said. “What did you think?”


Georgia smiled at her friend. “Honestly? I thought he was great. But I’m not so sure that my judgment can be trusted at the moment.”


Billy swept her up off the floor and into a bear hug. “Oh, I knew it! I knew you’d like him. He’s just about perfect, right?”


Georgia laughed. “He seems to be a very nice man.”


Billy put her down, but continued to beam at her. “And didn’t you have fun?” he asked. “You were a hit with Sebastian. And Rory, too, from the looks of it.”


Georgia waved that away, embarrassed. “Oh, come on. They were just being polite, is all.”


They left the shade of the tent and headed for the car. Billy was chattering happily about the evening treatments he’d booked for them both at the spa.


Georgia waited until she trusted her voice to sound casual. “So, what’s the older brother’s story?”


“Alejandro? Oh, total bummer, right? His wife was in a coma forever after being injured in a show-jumping accident. His father passed only a little while before they turned off her life support.” He glanced at Georgia and frowned. “Oh, wait. No. No. For God’s sake, I present you with your choice of available heaven in Sebastian and Rory, and you’re blowing them off for tall, dark, and gloomy? No way. He and his death wish are off-limits. What you need is fun.”


“How long ago did his wife die?” Georgia persisted as she buckled up.


“Oh my God, Georgia.” Billy laughed. “You’re wondering if there’s been a sufficient interval since he was widowed?”


“No!” Georgia protested hotly. “I was just curious.”


Billy snorted. “You vets are worse than doctors. Extreme rescuers. But not this time. The Del Campo situation is tragic, but, like, not sexy, easy-fix tragic. Toxic, impossible tragic. Give it up.”


Georgia shrugged, tuning him out as they merged into traffic and the stereo started to soar. She’d been right about the pain, then, losing his wife and his father in such a short amount of time. Still, she thought wryly, that raven-headed girlfriend might take the edge off his loss.




Chapter Thirteen


God, the equestrian set are sexy,” Billy said as they settled onto the warm bleachers and gazed out at the field the next day. “Look at them with the kinky accessories—the whips and the reins. What’s that thing?”


“A riding crop,” Georgia said.


“Mmm, hot. This gear’s all kinds of shades of gray. I can’t believe it’s taken me so long to realize this is the business my business should be in.”


Georgia laughed. “Why do I feel like we have this same conversation every six months? Last time it was car interiors.”


“You have to admit that the tight white jeans and tall, shiny boots are hot as all hell,” he said. “And look”—he clutched his chest—“leather knee pads! Be still, my heart!”


Georgia shrugged. “They’re okay, I guess.”


Billy snorted and elbowed her in the ribs. “ ‘They’re okay, I guess,’ ” he imitated her teasingly. “Like you weren’t checking out the goods.”


Georgia laughed, caught. “Yeah, okay, maybe on the right guy they can be pretty spectacular.”


Billy nodded his head, “Sing it, sister.”


Soon, between the Bloody Marys they’d enjoyed at brunch and the pleasure of hanging out together, the pair were almost giddy with giggles. God, thought Georgia as she leaned against her friend, weak with laughter, she’d been holed up on the farm with her dad for so long that she’d practically forgotten what fun was.


She turned to Billy and kissed him on the cheek.


He touched his face, pleased and surprised. “What was that for?”


“That was for making me come down to visit,” she said. “And for just being you.”


Billy put his arm around her. “Aw, Peaches, it’s been too long.”


As the teams took their positions, Georgia was completely unprepared to feel so impressed. She’d seen some Thoroughbred animals, but never a collection like this. The ponies were groomed to superhuman perfection, but beyond the gleaming neatness, they seemed like a different species of horse than any she’d ever known. Their eyes glittered with intelligence and restless competitiveness. Their muscles twitched under gleaming flanks as they strained against their reins in excitement. She had never seen ponies look so alive.


Georgia suddenly had an epiphany. She got it—polo and every elite thing it stood for—it was the game that horses of this caliber deserved. These ponies were born and bred and trained every day for this release. It was in their blood. Clearly, they wanted nothing more than to race onto that field and play.


The horn was blown, and Georgia surrendered to the thundering hooves and the solid click of stick on ball. Clueless as she was about the rules, and impossible as it was to follow anything the commentator said except the name “Del Campo,” she found herself completely absorbed. She couldn’t believe the speed with which the players rode, or the height the ball soared. Billy had been right—the game was thrilling and undeniably sexy. The players and ponies blocked and marked each other mercilessly, dancing around the ball to gain control before storming down the field at top speed, sparks seemed to fly from the ponies’ feet as horseshoes caught the light.


Alejandro was at the heart of it, the best of them all. He dove through the other players on a magnificent gray, man and horse in perfect communion, fused as a team. He was twisting and turning, galloping face backward to follow the soaring trajectory of the ball, all the while wielding his mallet like the right hand of Thor. All the pent-up energy that she’d noticed in the press tent yesterday suddenly made sense. This man was made to ride.


It took tremendous skill to move as nimbly as he did. 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. It was riveting.


“It’s really dangerous, isn’t it?” she murmured to Billy, never taking her eyes off the field. “I mean, the speed—they could get seriously hurt.”


“Oh, polo players die on the field every year,” he answered casually.


Georgia turned to him, surprised. “Die?”


“Sure. I told you. It looks friendly, but remember when the game got started, it was played with the heads of your enemy. Polo’s savage as all hell.”


There was a break as the players swapped out their mounts, and Georgia stood to applaud. Not only for the players, who were impressive, but for the brave-hearted ponies themselves. Georgia felt the animals were every bit the athletes their riders were.


The players leaped onto their fresh horses. As Rory swung onto his pony, something caught Georgia’s eye, a sway in the gait of his incoming horse. She blinked, straining to see, but within seconds, they were moving so hard and fast it was difficult to be sure. Georgia glanced left and right, seeing if anyone else noticed anything off, but no one seemed to be concerned. Rory was quickly back out there, playing with giddy oblivion. While the rest of the crowd cheered another goal, Georgia craned forward as he and his pony raced past her. Her stomach clenched—there was that sway again.


Georgia looked to the sidelines, hoping to find one of the vets, but if they were in attendance, they couldn’t be seen from where she sat.


Another goal was scored, and the players bunched in a shifting knot in the center of the field, fighting for control of the ball. “Do you see anything funny about the horse that Rory is riding?” she asked Billy.


Billy squinted at the field. “Looks fine to me. Should I?”


Georgia bit her lip. “I—I’m sure it’s nothing.”


Billy patted her arm. “Rory’s a pro, G. They all are. Plus the price they pay for those ponies? They’d notice if something was wrong.”


Georgia slowly nodded. Of course Billy was right. She was being ridiculous. These were among the finest players in the world. They knew their horses better than she did.


Still, she kept her eyes on Rory and his pony while Billy caught up with her New York life. Work, her dad, the animals. People often made the mistake of underestimating Billy. They saw his good looks and designer clothes and thought he was all flash. But he didn’t miss a thing. He paid attention and remembered just about everything his friend had ever said.


“You haven’t succumbed to that cheating, reheated suitor, have you? What’s-his-name? Sam?”


“Yes, Sam. But no—”


“Ugh. I get bored just thinking about him.”


“You’ve never even met him.”


“Well, I know what you’ve told me—and he’s all sorts of deadly.”


Georgia shook her head, ready to argue, but just then, Rory’s pony stumbled on a tight turn. The horse righted herself immediately, but that was enough for Georgia. She felt positive that something was wrong. She looked wildly about again. Hoping that someone would step up. “Billy, I have to go down to the field.”


“What?”


“That pony—there’s something wrong.”


She was up and moving before Billy could stop her, pushing her way through a crowd of women in silly hats, heading for the umpire who stood on the sideline.


She leaned down over the wall that separated her from the field. “Excuse me,” she shouted at the umpire, straining to be heard over the crowd. “Excuse me! There’s something wrong with that horse!”


The umpire glanced over at her, an irritated look on his face. “Get back, lady,” he yelled. “Are you crazy?”


Georgia leaned over even farther, feeling that she might topple onto the field at any moment. “The horse—that Player Number One is riding on the La Victoria team—something is very wrong with it.”


The umpire shook his head, refusing to listen. Billy had reached her by now and was pulling at her shoulder. “Georgia! What are you doing?”


Georgia shook him off. She felt sick. She knew she was making a spectacle of herself, but that insistent diagnostic voice in her gut persisted, the one so stubborn that, when it kicked in, Georgia knew that either she was going to be right or totally humiliated trying to prove that she was right.


“Hey, you!” she yelled. “Goddamn it! Listen to me!”


The umpire had obviously decided to ignore her. She looked out at Rory and his horse again—her heart thumped—there was nothing else to do.


She climbed up over the wall and dropped down onto the field, landing with a solid thwack onto her rear. The umpire turned to her, horrified. “Holy shit, lady, what the hell?”


Georgia looked up at him and took a deep breath. “You need to call a time-out. And help me up while you’re at it.”




Chapter Fourteen


Alejandro lifted his head, squinting to see what the commotion was on the other side of the field. The umpires, two on horseback and one on the ground, were huddled around something—no wait—someone. Someone was on the field.


“Que mierda pasa!” he swore, as he recognized the caramel curls and wildly waving arms of the woman standing on the green. “Time out!” he shouted. “Time out!”


The other players pulled up and looked at him in surprise. Players almost never called a time out—not unless there was a major injury or a necessary piece of equipment had broken.


He wheeled away from the others and galloped across the field.


“Stop being so idiotic and listen to me,” Georgia was yelling at the umpires. “That horse is going to be permanently damaged if—” She broke off and looked up at Alejandro as he rode up. Relief flooded her face when she saw who he was.


“Oh, thank God, Alejandro! These asses won’t listen to me! Rory’s pony, there’s something wrong. It’s her spine—maybe spondylomyelopathy. You need to get her off the field immediately.”


Alejandro frowned and looked over at Rory and his horse. “MacKenzie?” he said. “No, you’re mistaken. She’s in perfect health.”


Georgia stamped her foot in frustration. “No, she’s not. She’s got a sway in her gait, and if she keeps being ridden that way, she’s going to have permanent damage. She’s probably in terrible pain. She needs to be taken off the field and rushed to a hospital, right now!”


Alejandro stared at her for another moment. She looked up at him, her eyes imploring him to listen. “Please,” she whispered.


He reared his horse around. “Rory!” he yelled, racing across the field. “Bring in MacKenzie!”


Rory waved and started riding toward them, but halfway across the field, the brave pony’s knees buckled.


“Damn it,” breathed Alejandro as he raced toward them. He sprang off his horse and grabbed MacKenzie’s reins as the pony hit the ground.


“Find Gustavo,” he spat at Rory. He held MacKenzie’s head, stroking her face. “Bueno, bueno, shhh, tranquila. Just hang on.”


Georgia ran up behind them and knelt at the pony’s side, her fingers gently probing the pony’s spine.


“I think she might need a fusion,” Georgia said. “How quickly can we get her to an X-ray?”


“Minutes. They’re calling for an ambulance now.” He clenched his jaw as he saw the sweat foaming on the pony’s neck.


“She’s in pain. I should have acted sooner,” muttered Georgia.


Rory ran onto the field, carrying Gustavo’s medical bag, which he gave to Georgia. “I couldn’t find Gus,” he said to Alejandro.


Georgia tore the bag open and riffled through it, pulling a fresh pair of gloves from their packet. She loaded a syringe and looked up and met Alejandro’s eyes. He looked back at her for a second, hoping to hell that he could trust this woman, and then gave a barely perceptible nod of permission, and she quickly found the vein.


Stress made the moment seem like forever but it was probably only seconds before the pony showed signs of some relief. As MacKenzie was being loaded onto the stretcher, Gustavo finally showed up. He strode over, Dr. Evan trailing unsteadily behind him.


“What the hell is going on?” Gustavo demanded.


Georgia briefed Gustavo quickly on her diagnosis and the dose of drug she’d given. Gustavo’s face flooded puce. “You gave that horse a shot? Are you insane? Who told you to do that?”


Alejandro looked up at Gustavo. “I did,” he said icily. “In the absence of any alternative.”


“That’s astoundingly irresponsible,” sputtered Gustavo. “She might have done irreparable damage!”


“That pony was in agony,” Georgia said in frustration. “I couldn’t just stand by.”


She peeled off her latex gloves and held out Gustavo’s bag to him. In outrage, Gustavo looked to Alejandro. Alejandro coldly nodded at him to take the bag, and then turned to board the ambulance. Gustavo made to follow, but Alejandro stopped him before he got on.


“You reek of booze, amigo,” he said quietly. “You’re in no condition to take care of this animal.” He looked at Georgia. “Will you come? I’d like for you to talk to the vet at the emergency clinic.”


Georgia nodded mutely and climbed in beside him. The last thing Alejandro saw before the doors slammed shut was Gustavo’s face, absolute rage in his eyes.




Chapter Fifteen


It was quiet in the waiting room. Georgia had briefed the emergency vets as soon as they had arrived, and Alejandro had filled out all the paperwork, telling the senior surgeon to do whatever was necessary to help his horse.


Alejandro leaned back and closed his eyes. The ambulance ride, the interminable wait, it all hurled him relentlessly back to the night of Olivia’s accident. He remembered the medevac helicopter that had transferred him with his wife from the farm. Valentina’s little face, her nanny’s arms around her, as she looked up at the chopper in flight.


It had been a nightmarish ride, listening to the medics radio ahead about Olivia’s condition. “Pupils fully dilated. Nonresponsive.” He remembered willing his wife to make it, calling on every ancestor in memory and every last remnant of his childhood Catholic God, as the lights of the city finally came into view and they landed on the hospital roof. He’d climbed out of the cabin beneath the helicopter’s whirring blades and followed his wife’s gurney into the bright, cold light.


He opened his eyes and glanced over at Georgia. Her pretty face was pale, her shirt was torn at the shoulder, and there were grass stains all down the front of her pants. She smiled wearily at him. There were purple shadows under her hazel eyes. “I think she’ll be all right,” she said softly. “I think she’ll compete again. We caught it in time.”


He shook his head ruefully. “You caught it in time. Not me.”


“Well, you were playing, so of course you couldn’t see, and Rory—”


“Rory shouldn’t have been riding her. She’s my pony, but I loaned her to him. I thought that it might give him a little inspiration. I wanted the win. I should have been paying better attention.”


Georgia frowned and looked as if she was going to say something else, but she was interrupted by one of the veterinary assistants, who emerged in scrubs to tell them that things were going fine, but that it was a bit more complicated than they first thought, and it would be several hours before the surgery was over.


Alejandro turned to Georgia. “You should go home. I’ll call you a car.”


“I’d rather wait, if you don’t mind,” said Georgia. “I want to make sure that the pony is all right.”


Alejandro was surprised to feel relief. He realized that he actually wanted her to stay. She shivered, tucking her hands under her arms.


He shook his head. “I thought you said you were from New York? How can you be cold in Florida?”


“This air-conditioning’s colder than snow, I think.”


“At least let me get you something to eat and something warmer to wear. We can’t have you sitting here freezing to death.”


She looked around the antiseptic waiting room and laughed. “How are you going to manage that?”


He smiled. “I know a place nearby.”




Chapter Sixteen


What, exactly, was she doing? thought Georgia as she followed Alejandro onto the boat. No, not a boat—it was a yacht. It was much too big to be considered a plain old boat.


“La Bonita Pilar,” she read out loud as they boarded. “And who’s Pilar?”


“Mi mamá,” said Alejandro. “My father bought this boat for her, but she hated it. She gets terribly seasick. So he mainly sailed alone.”


“Big boat to sail alone,” she said, impressed.


“Well, there’s a crew, of course, when she’s at sea.” He opened a cabin door. “Give me one moment to get things in order.”


As he ducked below deck, Georgia walked to the front of the boat, looking out at the view from the private dock. It was dark now, but the moon shone so bright that it eclipsed the stars. She could hear the waves softly lapping, smell the tang of salt on the velvety ocean breeze. It was unbelievable to imagine that she had been shivering in her cold upstate barn less than twenty-four hours before.


She took out her phone and sent Billy a quick text. Um. I’m on a yacht with Alejandro Del Campo, she wrote.


Her phone chimed an answer within seconds. GET IT, GIRL, she read. She smiled and rolled her eyes.


Suddenly she heard the snap and whir of a generator, and the boat lit up with soft, amber lights. Alejandro emerged, carrying a sweater, a tray of food, a bottle of wine tucked under one arm, and a bottle of San Pellegrino tucked under the other. “I thought we could sit up above,” he said, and he motioned to a small set of stairs.


She followed him up, and they emerged onto a snug little balcony with a built-in table and bench. The view was even better from up there, an endless expanse of dark water and sky, broken only by the warm reflection of the lights on the boat and the silvery, wavering rays of the moon, which had just begun to wane. He handed her the sweater, dark green cashmere that was so light and soft it felt woven from silken cobwebs.


“Sorry if it’s a little big,” he said. “It’s mine.”


She slipped it over her head and rolled up the sleeves, happy to finally cover her torn tank top. It smelled of something warm and spicy—a cologne that she didn’t recognize—and under that, a scent she’d know anywhere—the sweet smell of hay. “Thank you,” she said.


“Please,” he said, “sit down.”


She sat on the cushioned bench, and he took the seat beside her. It was an intimate table built for two, so they were almost touching shoulder to shoulder. Georgia could feel the heat emanating from him. For a moment, she remembered the way he had stood so close to her in the tent, the way his breath was so warm on her neck. She shivered.


“Still cold?” he asked.


She shook her head. “No, no. I’m fine.”


He offered her a plate, and she turned her attention to the tray on the table. There were fat purple plums and a hunk of blue-veined cheese, a selection of crackers and rolls, some tiny dark green olives glistening with olive oil, and pale pink slices of prosciutto. She looked at him in wonder. “All this was just sitting there, below deck?”


He shrugged, opening the bottle of wine. “As I said, there’s a crew. It’s always kept ready, just in case. Wine?”


She nodded and watched as he poured a glass full of golden liquid and handed it to her. He filled another glass with sparkling water.


“You’re not having any?”


He shook his head, “I don’t drink when I’m in training.”


She cocked her head at him. “I would think that you might make an exception, after the day you’ve had.”


He leaned back and sighed. “You know what? You’re right.” He poured another glass of the wine, took a sip, and smiled. “Ah.”


Georgia filled her plate, suddenly realizing that she hadn’t eaten anything since brunch that morning. “I’m starving,” she said to him as she took a big, juicy bite of a plum.


He laughed. “Apparently.”


She swallowed. “So, what happens when the game ends halfway through like that? Will you play that team again?”


His face darkened. “No, we forfeit.” He took another drink.


“Oh. I’m so sorry.”


“For what?”


“Well, if I hadn’t decided to flop down onto the field like that, I suppose you might have won.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.” He turned toward her. “If you hadn’t come onto the field, I would have lost my favorite pony.” He put his hand on her wrist. “God, I haven’t even thanked you yet. What you did was so brave, and I am so very grateful. I don’t think I could have taken it if I’d lost MacKenzie.”


His eyes were the truest blue she’d ever seen, thought Georgia as she looked into his face. Beautiful against the dark tan of his skin. His mouth was almost as ripe and inviting as the plum she was eating. And his hand on her arm was causing her heart to beat triple time. She was absurdly glad for the shadows, hoping that they hid the flush that she knew stained her cheeks.


“I just did what anyone would do,” she said softly.


He squeezed her arm tighter. She caught her breath. “Not at all.” His voice was hoarse. “You saw what no one else saw, and you acted. You saved a life.”


She blinked. “No, really, I—”


And just like that, he leaned down, took her face in his hands, and kissed her.


Georgia had been kissed her fair share in life, but she had never been kissed like this before. This kiss was gentle and urgent, hard and soft at the same time. This kiss suffused her with warmth and sent crackling bolts of electricity all through her limbs. This kiss made her toes curl, and her breath catch in her throat. This kiss melted her to her very core and pulled her inexorably toward him. She reached one hand up and stroked his hair; it was like raw silk, slipping through her fingers. He made a low sound, almost a growl, and kissed her even deeper, parting her lips with a dart of his tongue and then entering to languorously explore. She tasted the wine he’d been drinking, and the salt on his lips. He pulled her closer, and she writhed up against him, locking her hands at the back of his head, pressing her breasts against his broad, hard chest. She could feel his heart beat, and it felt as wild as her own.


Suddenly, the image of the young, dark-haired woman she had seen him with earlier that day swam before her eyes. She wrenched herself away with a gasp. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but this is a bad idea.”


He looked at her face, his breath coming in short, hard pants. “No,” he said roughly. “No, it’s not.” And he kissed her again. But this kiss was not gentle at all. This kiss was demanding and full of need, and she felt herself answer him, kissing him back with an urgency that untethered her. His hands slid through her hair and then roamed down her throat and it felt as if his fingers were trailing sparks wherever they touched her. He ran a finger over the bare skin at her chest, and then slipping his hands beneath the sweater, he cupped her breasts and gently rubbed her nipple with his thumb. A searing heat rocketed straight through her veins, making her arch and moan.


This time it was Alejandro who broke the kiss, taking her chin in his hand and looking into her face. His sky blue eyes were stormy now, his pupils dilated with desire. “Georgia,” he breathed, “my God.”


She wanted nothing so much as she wanted to kiss him again, to feel her body twined with his, to answer the raw need she saw in his face, but then she thought of the troubled way he had looked at the girl in the tent—his face so full of emotion—and she knew she didn’t want to be some sort of fly-by-night substitute. She knew she better seize the moment and break away, that she was seconds from giving herself over completely and getting caught up in something all wrong. After all, she’d been cheated on before—she knew how terrible it felt—and she hated the idea of being complicit in some stranger’s pain.


“I—I think we should get back to the clinic,” she said shakily. “MacKenzie should be out of surgery.”


He took a deep breath, took his hands off her, and sat back. His mouth tensed, and his eyes, which had been so alive with longing a moment before, slowly went cold, his professional mask descending again. “I’ll call a car,” he said politely and took out his phone.




Chapter Seventeen


As much as she enjoyed Billy’s folks, Georgia had been more than a little relieved when, after another hour with MacKenzie in the recovery room, she had finally arrived at their beach house and found that they were skiing in Aspen and she and Billy had the place to themselves. She could not have imagined standing there in her grass-stained clothes, knees still weak from Alejandro’s kisses, and having to make polite and intelligent adult conversation. It was sweet relief to have Billy take one look at her, arch a perfect eyebrow, hand her a cup of hot tea heavily laced with whiskey, and then tuck her into the soft and fluffy guestroom bed.


She sat up for a minute, wanting to tell him about her strange night, but he gently pushed her back down.


“Now, Peaches,” he said as he smoothed back her hair, “you know I want to hear every little dirty detail of what happened, but you’re so tired that I might as well be talking to your one-eyed donkey right now. So go ahead and sleep and you can tell me everything over mimosas in the morning.”


She’d slept into the afternoon and awoke to Billy standing by her bed, holding a cup of scorching hot coffee in each hand. “Scooch over,” he said, and climbed into bed with her. “Now, start from the beginning, and don’t leave anything out.”


They had lingered in bed, laughing and talking, until they finished a whole pot of coffee and Billy had wrung almost every last detail out of her. Not wanting Billy to tease her about her excessive morality, she left out the part about ending the kiss because she thought Alejandro might have a girlfriend. Instead, she just said vaguely that things had “felt wrong somehow.”


Finally, Georgia declared she was starving, and Billy had shown her the huge, light-filled kitchen and told her to help herself while he took a shower.


Georgia munched on a croissant and took herself on a tour of the premises. The beach house was predictably incredible in the late afternoon light, modern and open, with floor-to-ceiling glass and a beautiful gray slate pool too tempting for Georgia to ignore.


She stuck her head back in the house and yelled, “Billy? I’m going to swim, okay?”


“Go right ahead, darling,” came the faint reply from upstairs as Georgia went to her room to dig out her suit.


* * *


After spending most of the night on a hard plastic chair at the emergency clinic, Alejandro made it back to the hacienda early that morning and had gone straight to bed, exhausted. He awoke hours later to a slight hangover and thoughts of Georgia. That woman exerted a terrible influence on him. An entire year of abstinence had been broken in one night. He hadn’t been able to help himself. He’d been so twisted up over MacKenzie and the terrible memories of Olivia’s accident, and then so grateful for Georgia’s sweet, steady company, that he’d become sloppy and careless. She’d talked him into wine, though he didn’t need much convincing, and they’d been sitting so close that when she had turned her bright face up toward him like some night-blooming flower, the moonlight reflecting in her hazel eyes, her red lips parted just so … he’d been overtaken by an absolutely unstoppable need to find out what she tasted like.


He stretched in his bed, thinking about that kiss, and felt himself getting achingly aroused all over again. Perhaps it was the fact he hadn’t touched a woman in such a long time, but from the second his lips met hers, his body had been throbbing with a strength that shook him still.


He groaned and rolled out of bed. He did not have time for this. They had forfeited the game yesterday, so they were that much farther from the Del Campo Cup. He had to get to practice. The last thing he needed right now was to lose his focus. Thank God, he told himself as he pulled on his riding gear, that she’d had a cooler head than his, that she’d stopped things before they’d gone too far. Their return to the clinic had been excruciatingly awkward but at least professionalism had been restored. He pulled on his shirt, and the memory of her hands on the base of his neck, pulling him into an ever deeper kiss, welled up again. He felt his entire body tense and go hard. He shook his head violently, attempting to dislodge the vision. Damn it. This would not do. He needed to ride.


* * *


Alejandro drove to the barn and put himself through the paces for a good four-hour stretch, until he was soaked in sweat and felt barely able to walk. Still, no matter how hard he pushed himself, every time he closed his eyes, Georgia appeared before him—her mouth, her curls, her eyes, the curve of her breasts, the swell of her hips, her hands, her smile—it was maddening.


He was relieved to have a real distraction when Hendy showed up, waving him over to the side of the field.


“We need to talk,” said Hendy. Alejandro swung off his horse and started to lead the mare back to the stables. Hendy walked alongside him. “Considering what happened last night, I assume you have no objections to the fact that I fired Dr. Evan this morning, and I damn near fired Gustavo, too. They were both stinking drunk and totally incapacitated. It was a serious breach of their responsibilities.”


Alejandro fought a wave of irritation. He’d been preparing to do the same thing, but he’d hoped to find another vet first. Dr. Gustavo followed them up from Argentina every year and did not have a license to practice in the United States, so they needed an American vet to prescribe medications.


“It’s late in the season to find a replacement,” said Alejandro.


“I know, but by God, we could hardly keep him on after we almost lost our best pony. We were just lucky that lady vet was there—what was her name again?”


“Georgia,” said Alejandro. “Georgia Fellowes.”


“Yes, that’s right. A bit odd, eh? But obviously knows her stuff. You know anything else about her?”


I know that her mouth tastes like wine and plums. I know that when her skin touches mine, we burn together…


He shrugged. “I believe she’s returning to New York in a few days.”


Hendy nodded. “Ah, too bad. Well, we’ll have to put the call out. I swear, it was only out of respect for your father that I kept Gustavo on, but damned if I’ll let him choose the next vet. We need to find someone capable, and we need to find them fast, my friend.”


“Agreed.”


* * *


Georgia dove into the pool. She and Billy had laughed about her adventures that morning, but with every length she swam, things started to feel more serious. She relived all the events of the night before, starting with her insane decision to jump onto the polo field, to what felt like her even more insane decision to kiss Alejandro on the boat, and ending with the note of cold fury with which he’d wished her good night when, satisfied MacKenzie would be all right, she finally left the clinic. Georgia was always conscientious to a fault, raking over every professional decision at the end of the day to be sure she had no regrets. But yesterday’s situation ate at her way beyond that. She felt so exposed somehow and couldn’t help doubting everything that had happened, professional and personal.


She hoped MacKenzie really was all right. She’d already checked her phone, half expecting a morning update, but there had been nothing. The surgeon had said that she’d made the right call, but she couldn’t help worrying. She had acted so impetuously, and Dr. Gustavo had looked so horrified at her conduct. What if she’d gotten things wrong? What if there had been complications after she left, and the beautiful horse was maimed, or worse yet, dead?


She pushed herself under the water again, willing away the thought. Enough. She knew she’d been right. Her medical decisions were sound.


But the rest of it. Alejandro …


The man was ridiculously beautiful and the way he had kissed her—no wonder he got under her skin. He was also unforgivably presumptuous. No doubt he was used to any number of women simply throwing themselves at him. No doubt he assumed that she didn’t know about his young girlfriend or that, even if she did, she wouldn’t care. Well, fine. It was merely a kiss, after all. Well, a kiss or two. And, she told herself sternly, it had practically ended before it began.


She climbed out of the pool, and Billy called out from the kitchen that they would go out later tonight. A quick glimpse of her pale and hairy legs sent her straight to her glorious guest bathroom for some serious damage control. Half an hour later, legs smooth, razor blunted, she slipped into one of Billy’s hotel-cozy robes and gladly accepted the mojito he handed her.


While Billy lounged by the pool, Georgia gave her dad a quick call. She’d sent him a text from the airport when she landed yesterday, but she knew he would be uneasy until he heard her voice.


Sam was with him. They were chatting about farm taxes, her dad said, but from the sound of his half-jocular, half-bellicose tone, it actually sounded to Georgia as if they were a good six-pack in. Georgia shook her head at her own hypocrisy. It was late in the afternoon, and here she was, after all, enjoying her own glass of rum and lime, but there was something about the forced mirth of her father when he was drinking that she found hard to take. Sam was talking over her dad, the two of them laughing and sharing inside jokes. Her dad always seemed to have more in common with Sam than she did. She tried to cut the conversation short with a breezy promise to call tomorrow.


“Just you hold on,” her dad said. “Sam’s got an idea. He wants to set you up in business in the space below his offices in town. You can work off the rent. Says he’d much rather have a tenant he likes. He wants to invest in you.”


“I know,” she said. “Sam and I talked about this earlier, but I’m not sure. I need to think about—”


“What’s to think about?” her dad said, a little bit belligerent from the alcohol. “You’ll be your own boss from the get-go, not saddled by an overhead over which you have no control.”


“Yes, Dad, I’m sure you’re right. But I don’t know if—”


“It’s a generous offer, Georgia. Don’t disrespect it. Sam’s a good man. It’s what you don’t do that you regret.”


She bit her lip, wondering what it was they were really talking about here. She knew her father would like nothing better than to see her settled nearby and couldn’t help being a bit dismayed that, despite full knowledge of Sam’s betrayal, he still acted as if Sam were the best she’d ever do.


“We’ll discuss it when I get home, okay?”


She eased off the phone and looked over at Billy, who was not even trying to pretend he hadn’t heard the whole conversation.


“That sounded fun,” he said.


She sighed and closed her eyes for a minute. “We’re not going to talk about that. I’m right here, right now. So”—she opened her eyes brightly—“what’s a girl to do in Wellington? Just keep me off the boats and well away from the elder Del Campo brother.”


Billy laughed. “Not a problem. The man never goes out, from what I hear. He’s basically a monk. Anyway, first, we need to get you dressed. And no offense, but I know you, Fellowes, and I happen to know that the only dress you own is probably that sad little polyester number you wore at graduation. So I pulled in a few samples. It may look like overkill. But the thing you have to know about Wellington is that every night’s prom night …”


Thanks to the bounty of freebies from Billy’s stylist friends, Georgia’s bedroom was soon an explosion of tissue paper and sparkling sequins and strappy heels. The suitcase containing her stained gold dress sat ignored to one side while Billy plied her with Prosecco and an assortment of outfits with the price tags still attached.


She tried on a sweeping silk maxi-dress the bright green of a parrot’s wing. Billy shook his head and called for more leg. “Why would you cover those gorgeous things up?”


She wiggled into a short black Versace dress and stepped into a pair of six-inch pumps. Billy whistled. “That’s better. You look like a high-class hooker! And I mean that in an entirely good way!”


Georgia took that dress off quickly.


It was like a Hollywood movie montage. Georgia tried on dress after dress while Billy made her bandy about horse terminology to amuse him.


“Wait, so what part’s the gaskin again?” He giggled. He managed to make everything sound dirty.


There was only so much looking in a mirror Georgia could stand so she finally settled on an inky blue Calvin Klein slip dress with silver sandals. (“Sexy but not slutty,” pronounced Billy. “Not that there’s anything wrong with slutty.”) She considered putting on the pendant that Sam had given her, but then hesitated and decided to leave her neck bare.


Billy looked immaculate in his uniform of never-before-worn white V-neck tee, fitted gray Armani jacket, and perfectly cut jeans.


Another mojito while Georgia painted her toes, and they were good and ready to go.


Wellington was a scene. Sleek Italian cars cruised under a picture-perfect Florida sunset, every restaurant teeming with people spilling out onto the gorgeously landscaped streets. Women struck poses in heels and showed off their whitest whites against sun-kissed, perfectly toned skin.


They pulled up to a nightclub, and Billy handed his car over to the valet. Georgia looked at the long line snaking around the corner and seeing the crowd gave her a sudden flash of paranoia. What if she were to go in and they told her she’d been wrong? What if the poor, priceless pony had been ruined and it was all her fault?


Her stomach churned with fear on seeing Sebastian rushing up the street toward them. She held her breath, for a minute thinking he was coming at her in anger, but he was running toward her only to sweep her up into a bone-cracking hug. “Señorita Fellowes!” he said, smiling. “Our genius lady vet!”


He introduced Georgia to Hendy. “This is Lord Henderson, our patrón. He is also in your debt.”


Georgia looked at him, not understanding the term “patrón,” and Lord Henderson smiled under his salt-and-pepper mustache. “A patrón pays to play, my dear. I bankroll half the team’s costs, and in return, they put up with me on the field. A bit like owning a basketball team, except that they actually let me onto the court.”


“Nonsense,” said Sebastian with a wink. “We would let him play even if he only paid for a quarter of our expenses. Hendy is a fine athlete.”


Lord Henderson waved him off. “I was once perhaps, but now I am old and slow. But anyway,” he said as he gave her a stiff-armed British kiss to the cheek, “well done, Dr. Fellowes! You saved our best horse yesterday, my dear.”


“So MacKenzie’s all right?” Georgia asked as the bouncer took one look at Sebastian and pulled aside the rope for them all.


“Absolutely,” said Lord Henderson. “She won’t play any more this season, of course, but she should be back in the barn by tomorrow and ready to go next year.”


The club was loud and jam-packed with beautiful people looking all the more glamorous in the flattering ultraviolet light, but Georgia was too busy feeling relieved about the pony to remember to be intimidated. Beau dragged Billy onto the dance floor. Sebastian wandered off to secure a table, and Rory arrived and took her aside.


“Drinks are on me, Georgia. You saved my arse,” he said. “Alejandro would have never forgiven me if that sweet filly hadn’t recovered.”


Georgia smiled at him over the glass he gave her. “Actually, I don’t think he would have ever forgiven himself.”


Sebastian waved them over to the table. Billy threw her a wink from the dance floor, his smile telling her it was time to shrug off all worry and have some fun.


And it was a fascinating spectacle, this horsey set. Sebastian sat at her side giving her the lowdown on everyone they saw and repeatedly filling her glass.


There were jockeys hitting on big-bottomed show jumpers, Arabs renting yachts for a quarter million dollars a week, blond German dressage queens seducing billionaire hunter jumpers. “With that lot, it’s not one Rolls Royce, it’s a dozen—”


“Show jumpers. Dressage. That’s not real riding,” Rory slurred. “The only real riding is polo. That’s a man’s game.”


Georgia smiled and politely nodded, raising her eyebrows at Billy on the sly as he rejoined them.


The apparently endless ranks of Sebastian and Rory’s friends and fans and groupies kept stopping by the table to say hi. Within minutes Georgia had met Argentines, Jordanians, Americans, Indians, Brits, French, Swedes, and Germans. There were owners and riders—and the socialites, semi-celebrities, jewelers, and groupies in orbit around them. Talk was of St. Moritz, Buenos Aries, Santa Barbara, Windsor Great Park, and Paris. Georgia was reminded of a maxim of her mother’s, “Polo is a passport to the world.” She hadn’t been wrong.


The real riders sported tan lines from their riding gear—polo shirt bands of pale skin beneath spaghetti strap dresses, tan wrists, and white hands from their gloves. They looked like striped and spotted animals on the prowl. Everyone in the room was dressed to seduce and hell-bent on partying hard.


Finally, Sebastian got restless and declared it was time they all head back to the Del Campo hacienda for a quick drink. There was a Del Campo open house tonight, and they were all invited. Georgia started to protest, saying another drink was probably the last thing she needed, but Sebastian insisted, saying his mother would be so disappointed if she didn’t come along.


Georgia took Billy aside and hissed in his ear, “I can’t go there, B. What if I run into you-know-who?”


“Oh don’t worry, Peaches. I’m sure he never even comes out of his room at these things. And the house is huge; there’s no way you’ll cross paths. Besides, this is the first time Beau and I have been invited to the hacienda, and you, Miss Wonder Vet, are our ticket in. Please say you’ll go. This is an amazing networking opportunity. Everyone who is anyone will be there.”


Georgia sighed. “As long as you promise to offer a quick escape if I need it, okay?”


Billy shook his head at her. “It was just a couple of silly kisses, G. You’d think the man had ravished you, the way you’re acting.”


Georgia closed her eyes and thought of strong, callused fingers that trailed sparks so hot, they melted her insides.


“You have no idea,” she said.




Chapter Eighteen


Driving back to the hacienda, Alejandro was dismayed to see a crowd of cars. Christ, between practice and an extended workout to shake off thoughts of Georgia, he’d forgotten about the party. He knew his mother would want him to make an appearance, but he was hardly suitable for company at the moment. He slipped in through the kitchen and took the back stairs to his bedroom, hoping to avoid running into anyone before he could clean himself up.


He stripped off his clothes on his way to the bathroom, savoring the prospect of a long, hot shower. He realized that he hadn’t cleaned himself since the night before, since he’d had Georgia in his arms, and for a moment, he imagined the phantom scent of her on his skin. He was suddenly jolted with lust. Every fantasy that he had worked so hard to push away came slamming back into his head. There was no holding them back. He stepped into the shower and gripped himself under the hot jets of water, pulsing with desire, helplessly reliving the way her silky skin had felt under his hands, the sound of her gasps and moans, the way she had writhed against his chest, urgently pressing her firm, full breasts against him. Imagining all he would have done if she had not stopped him, how her naked body would have looked in the moonlight, how he would have explored her every curve and secret shadow … until at last he braced himself against the tile and found explosive release, letting the water run down over him and rinse him clean.


* * *


Sebastian led as they picked their way up a brick path toward the entrance, breathing in the heady, burnt-sugar scent of the jasmine and magnolias that bloomed all around them. Everywhere Georgia’s eyes fell there was something lovely to see. The sprawling white adobe house glowed warm and welcoming through dozens of mullioned windows. Towering live oaks dripping with Spanish moss were underplanted with billowing hibiscus and floodlit from beneath. They entered through a stone arch into a private courtyard surrounded by a mossy brick wall. A tiny chapel stood across from the main entrance, and in front of the chapel was a small, shallow pool, bubbling with water that barely glazed the brightly colored, intricately painted tiles within. Nothing as splashy as a fountain, Georgia noted.


The party was met at the entrance by a slight, elegant, and rather forbidding older woman, her face framed by two snowy streaks in her otherwise jet-black hair. There was an emerald the size of a robin’s egg resting at her throat. Sebastian introduced her as his mother, Pilar.


She smiled coolly as she took Georgia’s hand in her own light grasp. “Ah, you are the señorita who saved our yegua—our little mare. Bienvenida. I am very happy to meet you.”


She then turned her cheeks for Rory’s kisses. She greeted Beau and Billy with the same easy welcome and then ushered everyone in before turning back to the door to meet more arriving guests.


Beau introduced Georgia to Cricket, a lush, platinum blond British girl who Georgia learned was an Olympic medalist in show jumping.


“Oh my God, I hate you!” was Cricket’s opening remark. She paused long enough for Georgia to worry and then said deadpan, “You have the exact hair I’ve always wanted.”


“Cricket, you’re ridiculous,” Rory said fondly.


Cricket took Georgia’s arm and leaned in. Georgia thought she smelled like very expensive cotton candy. “I hear you’re the hero of the day,” she said, her voice dropping intimately. “Pilar told me all about it, of course, but I’d love to hear your version of events.”


“Where were you anyway?” Sebastian asked. “Why weren’t you at the game?”


“Being inducted into yet another Hall of Fame, darling,” she drawled.


The group made their way through an impressive great room and out onto the back terrace, where low planter’s chairs looked out over the lush landscape. Georgia was handed a glass of delicious ice-cold wine beaded with condensation. Billy begged to see the gardens, and he and Beau ran off together. Sebastian and Rory were busy talking to other players about horses and plays, conversations, Georgia could tell, that tended to go on and on … and Cricket followed Pilar back to the kitchen.
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