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Prologue

 

 

“Ashley, wake up,” Sara Rand whispered to her twelve-year-old sister.

Grabbing Ashley’s slender shoulder, Sara gave it a shake, then covered her sister’s mouth with her hand when she sat up with a yelp of surprise. Even in the bedroom’s dim light, Sara could see the dark bruise on Ashley’s cheek.

“Daddy’s passed out,” Sara said softly, “but I don’t know for how long.”

Sara had already thrown T-shirts, jeans, and underwear in their father’s old duffel bag and had dragged it out to the wreck of a car in the driveway. She and Ashley didn’t have much. Most of their clothes were thrift store castoffs. Still, it was enough to give them a start. 

At least their drunken excuse for a father hadn’t found the envelope Sara had hidden under the mattress. If he had, they wouldn’t have had even that little bit of money to help them escape. At sixteen, Sara had been working nearly three years, but Daddy usually took every cent. She’d learned to hide what she could early on.

Sara dropped a T-shirt and jeans on the bed and shifted anxiously from foot to foot as Ashley dressed. She held her breath, listening for the slightest sound from the living room where her father had sprawled on the sofa after polishing off a pint of gin. 

Once he went down for the count, he rarely woke until morning. But there was that rare occasion he roused during the night, shouting and stomping down the hall, demanding that Sara get up and make him something to eat.

Sara hustled Ashley through the living room past their snoring father. When Ashley kicked over an empty beer bottle, sending it clattering across the floor, Sara thought her heart would stop. But Hank Rand didn’t stir. They slipped from the house without incident and made it to the ancient sedan, Sara in the driver’s seat, Ashley beside her.

Sara released the parking brake to let the car roll silently from the driveway. She was just about to start it when Ashley grabbed her arm. “Mama’s picture! I forgot it!”

“We’ll have to leave it behind.”

Tears filled Ashley’s eyes, trickled across the ugly bruise on her face. “Sara, please. I hid it on the closet shelf.”

How could she say no? Sara yanked on the parking brake and shoved open the car door again. Running across the lawn, she slowed to tiptoe up the wooden porch steps. When she opened the front door, her father still snored on the sofa.

As quickly as she could, she hurried to the bedroom she’d shared with her sister for nine years. It took her a few moments to find the photo. Her sister had shoved it in the back corner of the closet shelf to keep it their father from finding it. The photo had been folded in half, the crease running across their mother’s chin, but the image was still dear to Ashley.

Sara had nearly made it to the front door when her father woke. “What the hell’s going on?” he yelled.

She was too terrified to look back at him. Fumbling with the front doorknob, she thought for sure he’d catch her before she could flee. His footsteps thundered in her ears as she wrenched the door open, his shouted curses striking her like blows.

By some miracle, Ashley had gotten the car started and had backed it into the street without hitting anything. Shoving open the driver’s side door, Ashley scooted over to give Sara the seat. Sara got inside and slammed the door, barely avoiding their father’s punishing grasp. Hitting the accelerator, she prayed the car wouldn’t stall. She took off, fishtailing down the street.

“Did you get it?” Ashley asked.

Her hand shaking, she handed the crumpled photo to her younger sister. Nodding in response to her sister’s fervent thanks, Sara looked in the rear view mirror. If her father was there, he was lost in the darkness.

Turning toward the freeway, Sara took deep breaths to calm herself. They were free. They’d left the nightmare behind.

She pulled onto the ramp heading west, and Sara and her sister heading toward a new life.


Chapter 1

 

 

Sara Rand waved good-bye to her next-to-last student as the boy climbed into his mother’s minivan. Jeremy offered Sara a rakish grin before the door slid shut, then the minivan retreated down the gravel drive of the Rescued Hearts Riding School. The car turned right onto Stony Creek Road toward Hart Valley where Jeremy would get the bowl of ice cream at Nina’s Café that his mother had promised him. 

Only Grace Thorne remained, the last of Sara’s charges in this week’s summer horse camp session. Grace’s mother had dropped her off this morning, dashing in here in her well-worn sedan, turning Grace over to Sara’s teen assistant, Dani, before high-tailing it out again. She’d left in such a hurry Sara hadn’t had a chance to talk to her or even meet her.

She’d hoped to have all the children picked up before Keith Delacroix arrived. The Rescued Hearts program director, Jameson O’Connell, had arranged for Delacroix Construction to volunteer a few man hours to fence the pasture into paddocks. Sara would need some time to show Keith around and give him a rundown on how she wanted the pasture divided. She hated to ask Dani to stay behind to keep an eye on Grace. Her only alternative was to let the little girl tag along as she gave Keith his tour.

She suspected the builder might object to Grace’s presence. She didn’t know him except by reputation, had never met him. Although she often saw the Delacroix Construction trucks around town, she’d only crossed paths once with Keith himself in Nina’s Café.

The tall, broad-shouldered man with dark blond hair and a serious face had finished his meal just as she sat down. His gaze had passed over her as he took his check to the register, then he’d glanced back at her as he took his change. Her had stomach clenched at the lack of emotion in those piercing blue eyes. Not coldness, but emptiness.

It might be her own history that made her so wary of Keith Delacroix. But she’d just as soon Grace was gone before he arrived.

The eight-year-old girl perched on a wooden bench beside the covered riding arena, hands folded in her lap, fair blond head tipped up as she stared out into the trees beyond the pasture. She didn’t squirm with impatience as most 8-year-olds would. There was not an ounce of fidget in Grace’s small feet. She sat perfectly still, perfectly quiet.

Like many kids whose world had careened out of control, where everything they’d trusted had been torn away, Grace held tightly onto the only thing she could—her own behavior. 

She’d completed every task asked of her today without the least insurrection. Halter the horse, lead the horse, tie the horse and brush it. Clean its feet, bring out the saddle and bridle. She did it all. Sara had never seen a more compliant eight-year-old.

Except when Sara asked Grace to share her name with the other children in the camp group. No amount of prodding could push Grace to make a sound. The little girl hadn’t spoken once in the entire six hours she’d been here today.

The sound of a car engine caught her attention, and she tensed in expectation of seeing one of the white Delacroix Construction trucks approach. She’d learned to feel comfortable around men after years of conscious effort. She’d even managed to forge friendships with a few. But she couldn’t seem to squelch the fear, however faint, with she first met someone new. Her brief encounter with Keith in the café only seemed to make the anticipation worse.

A rattle-trap muscle car packed with teens came into view on Stoney Creek Road, its engine roaring. The sudden jolt of sound sent her heart rate up, adding to her anxiety. Then the Bondo-splotch wreck sailed by the NJN Ranch front gate and disappeared toward town. 

The late spring heat and the weight of her auburn hair on her neck added to her discomfort. Sweat plastered the thick ponytail against her back where her tank top dipped low. She lifted her hair from her neck and let the faint breeze cool her skin.

Sara had insisted Grace wait in the shade and now she turned to the towhead with a smile. “Your mother should be here soon.”

Grace’s gaze flicked in Sara’s direction, the faintest trace of rebellion in the little girl’s blue eyes. Then she returned her study of the tall pines beyond the pasture. Rebellion, because she didn’t want to see her mother? Or because she didn’t want to leave?

Sara checked her watch. Nearly three-thirty. Keith was due any minute.

She held a hand out to Grace. “Let’s go see what Dani’s doing, sweetheart.”

Grace scooted off the bench and they started toward the pasture where her teenaged assistant was coaxing a dose of bute into old Dudley. Dani had mixed the bitter-tasting anti-inflammatory with some sweet feed, hoping to get enough of the medication into the twenty-five-year-old gelding to ease his arthritis.

“Can you watch her a few minutes, Dani? Just until her mother gets here?

Dani smiled in welcome. “Come on in, short stuff.”

Sara unhooked the gate to let Grace through, then headed back toward the arena. She might as well get the tack organized while she waited.

She’d just gathered up a halter and bridle left behind by the campers when she heard the sound of tires on gravel. There was no mistaking the big white pickup truck turning into the drive. The sun’s glare on the windshield obscured the driver’s face, but she could see his well-muscled arm resting on the open window.

Keith drove slowly along the drive, minimizing the dust kicked up by his truck’s passage. The dust did the horses no good, especially the somewhat elderly geldings and mares she used for the camp program. Keith’s small kindness eased the knot inside Sara.

The truck angled toward the parking area at the far end of the arena and pulled in next to Dani’s little red car. A bit too close, he could only open his truck door half-way. Sara remembered those broad shoulders, the tall frame. There was no way he’d be able to squeeze his way out of his truck unless he moved it.

The door shut again and he slid across the bench seat. When he unfolded himself from the cab, the mid-afternoon sun marked his face with shadows. The distance between her and him afforded Sara only the impression of his size, the stiff set of his shoulders, the length of his legs.

She couldn’t hold back an habitual stab of fear. She’d become adept at acknowledging it, then setting it aside. As he drew close enough, she could make out the rugged lines of his face, the sharp blue eyes. Her fear faded, washed away by a sense of awareness that caught her off-guard.

“Sara Rand? Keith Delacroix.” He put out his hand as he approached.

Reflexively, she thought of her father’s hands and what they’d done to her and her sister. Her father’s face flickered in Keith’s, a habitual reaction she couldn’t always control.

 She forced herself to shake his hand anyway. When Keith pressed his warm palm against hers, the illusion of her father’s face vanished, and his warmth seemed to seeped into her. 

For a moment, she could only stare up at him. What was he, six-foot-three or four? And with those broad shoulders he could probably tote two fifty-pound bags of grain without breaking a sweat.

If only there weren’t such desolation in his blue gaze.

 “I’m sorry, Mr. Delacroix. I don’t think we can do this today after all.”

If anything he looked even grimmer than that day at the café, and full of tension. “I canceled an appointment to be here.”

With him so close, she struggled against her fear. “I’m sorry. One of the students is still here. Her mother’s late picking her up.”

He directed his gaze toward the pasture. “Can’t the girl watch her?”

Of course she could. She’d already arranged it with Dani. “I’ll have to excuse myself when Grace’s mother arrives.”

His jaw tightened, in irritation she supposed. But then he relaxed his face into careful neutrality.

Sara turned to check on Dani and Grace. They’d pulled grooming tools from the caddy by the pasture gate and were brushing Dudley as the old gelding grazed.

When she turned back to Keith, he stared down at her, the intensity of his blue eyes unnerving. “Let’s get started.” He put his hand on Sara’s arm.

Even that light press of fingers frightened her. She jerked her arm away.

She rubbed where he’d touch. “Sorry.” She wasn’t even sure what she was apologizing for. “If you’ll follow me.”

She led him past the small octagonal structure that served as her home and office. He walked alongside her, shortening his stride so she could keep pace with him. “You teach kids to ride here?”

“Not exactly. We use the horses in equine assisted therapy sessions. It help the kids work through their problems.” He felt too close again and she edged away. “Sometimes they’re on horseback, sometimes on the ground.”

They reached the knoll that overlooked the pasture and arena, a good vantage point to explain how she wanted the paddocks laid out. Below them, Grace and Dani fed carrots to the horses.

“The horses represent the problems these kids face.” Sara looked out over the gently rolling landscape. “They learn to handle the horses and deal with their frustrations, their fears, their grief at the same time.”

He paced across the knoll, his work boots scuffing through the dry grass. “Nice spot.”

She gestured out at the pasture. “I want six paddocks, each about twenty-five by fifty feet. On that end where the oak trees will give the horses some shade.”

“Easy enough.” Propping his boot on a boulder jutting from the knoll, he bent to tighten his laces. His thigh muscle flexed under his jeans as he pushed off and resumed his restless stroll. “Beautiful piece of land. Jameson could have gotten a hell of a lot of money for it if he’d sold it.”

“I would have thought he would. Build a house for him and Nina.”

He paused to pick up a piece of quartz crystal. “Too many bad memories.” He dropped the quartz in the grass.

Sara glanced over at him, wondering if he’d elaborate. She doubted he would, any more than he’d share the bad memories in his own face. “So Jameson’s a friend of yours?”

“Yeah. Worked for me a couple years ago. Damn good carpenter.”

That was a surprise. Still fairly new in Hart Valley, Sara knew Jameson was co-owner of the café in town with his wife, Nina. She’d heard whispers that he’d once been in prison and that some of his grandmother’s wealth had filtered down to him. Jameson had leased the land to Rescued Hearts and another non-profit for a dollar a year each, but it was his grandmother, Lydia Heath, whose largesse mainly funded the program.

Down in the pasture, Grace wrapped her small arms around Dudley’s neck. The patient old horse stood stock still. “I’ll need to get a barn up before winter. These old horses will need shelter when the rains hit.”

He looked over his shoulder at her. “I’m only here to fence the paddocks.” Those blue eyes seemed to bore into her, digging into the layers and barriers she kept around herself. “I can’t build the barn as well.”

“I wasn’t asking you to.”

“It was a royal pain setting aside the time as it is. If Jameson wasn’t a friend—”

“I appreciate anything you can do.”

If anything, he looked even more annoyed. “Fencing is easier with a two-man crew, but I can’t spare anyone for this.”

Did he want her help? In another man, she might have suspected it was a smarmy attempt to get close to her. But his shuttered expression told her he’d rather she wasn’t around at all. Certainly he wouldn’t ask if the need wasn’t genuine.

“I’d be glad to help.”

“Do you know a damn thing about fencing?”

“I worked a summer on a dude ranch. I’m not the expert you are, but I know which end of a hammer to hold.”

“Fine, then. I’ll do what I can on my own, give you a holler if I need a second pair of hands.”

“It won’t be a problem as long as the kids aren’t here. I just want the work done.”

He nodded. “What kind of barn?”

“Just pipe panels, metal roof.”

His mouth set in a hard straight line. “This week is all I could spare. Just for the paddocks.”

“I realize that.”

“Jameson should have mentioned the barn.”

“I’m sure he didn’t want to overburden you.”

Dani’s laughter snagged Sara’s attention and she turned to see her assistant bringing Grace toward them. Keith watched them as well, his gaze riveted on the pair.

His voice was hoarse when he spoke. “Is that Grace?”

“Yes. Grace Thorne. Her mother should be here any minute.”

“My God.” He wheeled away, started back toward the parking area.

She and Dani exchanged puzzled looks, then Sara followed Keith. “Mr. Delacroix—“

He shouted back at her. “I’ve got to go.”

He’d just rounded the end of the arena when a car pulled into the drive. Grace’s mother, here at last.

Keith froze as Alicia Thorne bypassed the parking slots and stopped over by the arena gate. He stared at Alicia’s car as if the devil himself were inside.

Dust still swirling, Alicia stepped from her car and stood thunderstruck. “Keith?”

His hands balled into fists as he faced Grace’s mother. “Hello, Alicia.”

 

* * * *

 

Why couldn’t the past just leave him alone?

He’d done everything he could to avoid Alicia the past year. The few times he’d seen her in town, having dinner at Nina’s Café or up in Marbleville doing her marketing, he’d left as quickly as he could. He’d felt like a complete coward and a total jerk, but he just didn’t want to deal with the memories.

And now, watching Grace walk over to her mother and give her a polite hug, the memories returned with a vengeance. It didn’t help that the bubbly little girl he remembered had warped into someone else, someone old and world-weary. The child she’d been a year ago had been sunny and good-natured, confident she was the center of her universe. It seemed the last twelve months had hollowed all that goodness out of Grace’s dainty body.

He felt Sara Rand’s gaze on him, could sense the questions. Damned if he’d answer any of them. She’d rattled him enough already with her determined expression, the auburn hair that wisped around her cheeks where it had escaped her ponytail, the fire in her eyes. Their hazel color seemed to shift with the light—now green, now light brown with gold flecks. Why couldn’t the woman’s eyes settle on a single color?

It didn’t matter. He wasn’t going there. She was a nice enough woman, but so was Alicia, so were the dozen or so eligible women in Hart Valley. Nice didn’t matter to him anymore. He was just managing to hold his life together. A woman, nice or otherwise, might make it fly apart again.

Sara looked from him to Alicia. “You know each other?”

Alicia stared at him, a universe of pain in her pale face. “Everyone knows everyone in Hart Valley,” she said softly.

If he didn’t get out of here, he’d explode. “Can we finish this later?”

“When?”

He stepped carefully around Alicia. “Tomorrow morning.”

What happened next, stopped him in his tracks. Grace left her mother’s side and lifted her arms to him. The pain inside him, a constant companion, sharpened to a knife edge.

“Hi, sweetheart.” He knelt and gave her a hug, her small arms barely spanning the breadth of his shoulders. “How are you?”

Of course she didn’t answer. That was why she was here, apparently. She was one of Sara’s “kids with problems.”

As he straightened again, Alicia met his gaze briefly and he saw the glint of tears. Then she turned to Sara. “I’m so sorry I’m late.” She tipped her chin up. “I’m afraid Grace won’t be able to continue with camp.”

The little girl, still holding his hand, tensed beside him. He ought to leave, didn’t want to know anything more about Grace’s and Alicia’s lives. But those small fingers tightly gripping his hand kept him rooted to the spot.

Sara looked up at him, concern in those intriguing eyes. “I really think she’ll do well with the program if we could just give it a chance.”

Alicia shook her head. “There’s no way get her here every morning or pick her up on time in the afternoon. My boss nearly had a coronary today when I left early.”

He really ought to keep out of it, ought to just walk away. “Could she bring her early, pick her up late?”

“I’m sorry.” He heard real regret in Sara’s tone. “The insurance company is very picky about when the kids are here. Only during program hours.”

Beside him, Grace seemed to shrink even more into herself. She let go of his hand and grabbed her mother’s, clinging as if the world’s weight would snatch her away.

“Maybe in the fall,” Alicia said. “My work load might lighten up.”

He suspected she only said that to soothe Grace, not because she thought it might be possible. He had only to see the little girl’s bowed head to know Grace wasn’t buying it.

Without thinking, he jumped on a hand grenade. “Someone else could bring her.”

Sara’s gaze fixed on him. “Are you volunteering?”

No! He couldn’t. There was no way. He couldn’t take this path again, risk tearing open those soul-deep wounds.

He nodded toward the teenage girl now heading for her car. “How about her?”

Sara shook her head. “Dani’s only sixteen. She still has a provisional driver’s license. She can’t transport anyone without an adult present.”

Grace looked up at him, hope in her sweet face. He’d be here every day, it made perfect sense to transport her. How could he refuse?

“Sure,” he said, with a casualness that was a complete lie. “I can work around it. What time?”

Sara studied him and he saw the questions again. “We start at eight-thirty. You can bring her as early as eight. Dani will be here.”

“Fine. That’s no problem.”

“Camp ends at two-forty-five, so we like the children picked up by three.”

“Most days I’ll be here working, but if I’m not I’ll be sure to be back.”

It was a miracle he could keep his voice so even, so neutral, even though inside he felt close to melt down. He’d managed to avoid that kind of catastrophe for months, didn’t intend to let go now in front of Sara.

“I should go. Be back in the morning.”

Alicia grabbed his hand. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

He pulled away. “You still live in the same place?”

“Yes,” Alicia said. “But she’ll be at day care. The Johnston’s place.”

“I’ll pick her up there at quarter to eight.”

He nodded to Sara and something in her face steadied him. Approval? Compassion? Whatever it was, it quieted the roiling pain inside him. For a startling instant, he wanted to hold her in his arms, feel the warmth of her for just a moment. He forced himself to look away, his gaze falling instead on Grace.

The look of gratitude on her delicate face was like a punch to the gut. His throat tightened in reaction and he thought he was lost again.

Turning away, he high-tailed it to his truck. He had to gulp in a lungful of air to stop the shaking, had to count to ten before he felt he could safely drive. Then with sheer force of will, keeping his mind utterly blank, he pulled slowly down the drive and out onto Stoney Creek Road.

 

* * * *

 

Considering the tension she’d seen in him, Sara half expected Keith to gun his engine and tear down the drive, spitting gravel. But he controlled his speed, only raising the minimum of dust on the bone dry driveway. He didn’t accelerate until he reached the paved road at the end of the drive, turning away from Hart Valley.

Alicia started her car and backed away from the arena, Grace turning toward Sara and lifting her hand in the smallest of waves. Sara smiled and waved back, the sweetness of Grace’s gesture clutching at her heart.

Sara had once tried to resist the emotions the kids stirred in her, tried to pretend they didn’t touch her deeply. But not only had it been impossible, it wasn’t necessary. These children, so many of them as broken as she, would never be her enemy.

Keith Delacroix was another matter. She’d never be able to let her guard down with him, not completely. An unfortunate by-product of his gender, his size. She could be friendly to him, if he opened up even that much. She could work beside him. But the walls would stay up.

So who was he to Alicia and Grace? The little girl hadn’t offered a hug to anyone else here, hadn’t seemed to have that kind of affection in her. She barely responded that warmly to her own mother. But Keith represented something to her, something that went beyond being a simple father figure.

Sara didn’t know what was the more intriguing puzzle, the silent little girl or the imposing, serious-faced man. Lucky for her, it wasn’t her job to suss out Keith Delacroix’s psyche. That path of discovery might just be treacherous. Better to stay on the familiar ground of a troubled little girl.


Chapter 2

 

 

The next morning, Keith walked Grace down the front walkway at Linda and Wes Johnston’s house, Linda following along behind them. Linda had questions in her eyes and twitching on her lips, but at least she waited until Keith had Grace and her pink Hello Kitty backpack tucked away in the truck.

“I didn’t know you and Alicia were still in touch,” Linda said the instant the pickup’s passenger side door slammed shut.

Linda might not be an official member of the Hart Valley busybodies, as Jameson O’Connell liked to refer to the gossiping old biddies that gathered at Nina’s Café. But the babysitter relished scandal.

“We’re not,” Keith said as he rounded the front of the truck. “Just doing Alicia a favor.”

Linda couldn’t leave it at that. “Could have knocked me over with a feather when she called last night to say you’d be driving Grace to horse camp. How long’s it been since—”

“Gotta get to work.” There was no way in hell Keith would be rehashing the past with Linda Johnston.

Before he turned at the stop sign, he took another glance in the rear view mirror. Linda was hurrying inside, no doubt to tell her husband, Wes, all the little details, real and imagined, about her encounter with Keith Delacroix.

Let her talk. He was immune to gossip. It had been the least of his worries a year ago when the busybodies served him and his troubles up like a banquet. He didn’t let it get to him then and he wouldn’t now. Better to keep his focus on the present.

But channeling his mind into the here and now brought his thoughts to equally dangerous territory—Sara Rand. Her stubborn expression, the auburn hair that wisped around her cheeks, the fire in her intriguing eyes. That he’d noticed her at all, had had any awareness of her as a woman startled him. He’d thought he’d numbed himself so thoroughly that nothing as sweet as Sara Rand could creep under his skin.

Not that he’d let her get any farther. Keith redirected his attention on navigating his way out of the Johnston’s rabbit warren of a housing development. The Sierra Nevada foothills housing boom had arrived in Marbleville County, turning what used to be expansive pasture land into quarter acre parcels with cookie-cutter houses. Delacroix Construction had built several in this development over the past two years.

He’d been reading over the plans for a house the next block over from the Johnstons the night he got the phone call from Deputy Gabe Walker. He could still remember the bitter taste in his mouth when Gabe told him solemnly about the accident. He’d dropped the phone, his cell skittering and clattering across the kitchen floor.

The nastiness that had followed just piled more horror onto his grief. It had been fodder for Hart Valley’s active rumor mill for weeks afterward, turning him into a near hermit during the few hours he wasn’t working. If he’d been a workaholic before Melissa’s death, he was a mindless machine afterward, piling as many hours of labor into his life as possible to drown out the pain.

He shook off the memories. “Looking forward to camp today?” Keith asked the slender child beside him.

Several long seconds passed before Grace shrugged. The youngster’s silence was downright eerie, especially since he remembered her endless chattering before her father died. It had been difficult for Melissa sometimes when they visited the Thornes, listening to Grace, knowing their own son would have been her age if he’d lived.

Keith put a lid on the emotion that crept up inside him. He rarely let himself think about Christopher, didn’t like revisiting the bleakness of when that short life ended, the excruciating guilt. He’d learned it was best to turn away from the agony of that time, to refocus on the present.

And again Sara Rand’s pretty face popped up in his consciousness like a prickly sprout of blackberry vine you could never quite eradicate. Blackberries grew everywhere in the foothills, bursting up out of the ground with hardy vigor in the most inhospitable place. If you could live with the thorns and their uninvited presence, the mid-July berries were a taste of heaven.

Like Sara Rand would be if he were crazy enough to let himself get that close. He wouldn’t—he had enough thorns piercing his heart.

 

* * * *

 

The moment Keith pulled into the drive at the ranch, something sparked inside Grace. She squirmed in her seat, the vinyl backpack crinkling as she hugged it to her chest. As he parked his truck beside the red car, the little girl turned as far as she could in her seat belt. She fixed her gaze on the arena where the old gelding rolled in the dirt, her expression eager.

He scanned the immediate vicinity for someone he could hand Grace over to, but he saw only the teenage girl—Dani?—he’d seen yesterday. She walked along the far side of the arena, leading a fly-specked gray pony and a bay mare, one on each side, toward the tie racks by the tack room.

If Sara was here, she was well-hidden. He’d assumed she lived here in that small house, but maybe she didn’t. There wasn’t another car in sight. Maybe Sara had been dropped off by her boyfriend or even her husband. Keith hadn’t noticed a ring, but working around horses, she probably left her rings at home.

What did it matter if Sara was involved, married, or single? It was none of his concern. He just needed someone to take charge of Grace so he could get to Nina’s Café to meet a client. He hadn’t been able to reschedule after he’d committed to the work here.

Extricating herself from her seat belt, Grace rose to her knees and stared out the back window at the pony and mare Dani had brought to the tie rack. It was as if the horses were a talisman that called her from her silent world.

He might as well take Grace over there. He wouldn’t feel right leaving her with Dani, not when the teenager had the horses to deal with. But he could wait a few minutes until one of the other helpers showed up.

Or until Sara did.

It really didn’t matter if it was the auburn-haired program director or someone else. Any other responsible person would be fine. Then he could leave with a clear conscience.

As he approached, Dani greeted him with a smile. “Hi, Mr. Delacroix. Hey, Grace.”

No answer from the eight-year-old. Her face as solemn as ever, she stuffed her backpack into one of the cubbies set up outside the tack room, then stood silently as if waiting for directions.

Keith took another look around. “I hate leaving you here alone with her. I know you’re busy with the horses.”

On tiptoes, Dani grinned at him over the withers of the mare she was grooming. “That’s okay. Sara will be right back.”

He ignored the rush of excitement inside him. “I wanted to go over the materials list with her.”

Which he could do later, after his meeting with his new client. But if they discussed the list beforehand, he could pick up what was needed before he returned. At least that’s what he told himself.

With a crunch of gravel, a pristine four-by-four pickup arrived, jacked up on massive tires. A man in a power suit stepped from the truck. He was probably one of the Johnstons’ well-heeled neighbors. The little boy who caromed from the other side of the pickup ran so fast toward them he sent up clouds of dust and startled the old mare from her doze at the tie rack.

The man in the suit barked an order at his son, stopping the boy in his tracks. Even as the child stood shame-faced the man continued berating him until Keith was about to give the father a piece of his mind.

Sara’s firm voice cut off the businessman’s harangue. “Jeremy, someone misplaced Sable’s bridle yesterday. Would you go look for it in the tack room?”

She stepped past the horses, with a glance to Dani, then passed within inches of Keith. He caught the faintest whiff of her scent, as if she’d slept in a bed of lavender.

She stood with shoulders back, confronting the abusive businessman. “Thank you, Mr. Wilkins. We’ll see you at three.”

“The hell you will,” the man said in a nasty tone. “The ex is picking up the brat.”

With two strides, Keith stood beside Sara. “You keep a civil tongue in your head when you talk to her.”

“Who the hell are you?” Wilkins blustered in response.

Keith gripped his hands tight at his sides to keep from giving the businessman a poke. “It doesn’t matter. Just watch your mouth.”

He gave Keith a dismissive once-over. He wasn’t quite as tall as Keith’s six-foot-three, but The businessman’s shoulders were broad. From gym workouts, no doubt, rather than honest labor.
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