

[image: cover missing]




About the Author


Raised in Rockford, Illinois, New York Times bestselling author Erica Spindler went to university in New Orleans, where she now lives with her husband and two sons. She has won several awards for her fiction in the US and her books have been turned into graphic novels and a daytime drama in Japan.




Also by Erica Spindler


Red


Forbidden Fruit


Fortune 


Shocking Pink


Cause for Alarm


All Fall Down


Bone Cold


Dead Run


In Silence


See Jane Die


Killer Takes All


Copycat


Last Known Victim


Breakneck


Blood Vines


Watch Me Die


Don’t Look Back




COPYRIGHT


Published by Sphere


ISBN: 9781405525701


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright ©  2015 Erica Spindler


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Sphere


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment


London, EC4Y 0DY


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk



Contents

About the Author

Also by Erica Spindler

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Prologue

Part One

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Part Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Chapter Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Chapter Sixty-Four

Chapter Sixty-Five

Chapter Sixty-Six

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Epilogue



To my family: the one I was born into and 
the one I’ve acquired.
Love you.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Horses. Horse country. Showing, riding, training. Barns, tack, horsespeak. All completely foreign to me. Thanks to the many who opened their farms and stables, sharing not only their knowledge, but their love of these magnificent animals and the unique lifestyle of the horseman/woman. My eyes and heart have been opened.


Francie Stirling, owner, trainer and barn manager, Stirling Farm: Thanks for your time, sharing your stories and my introduction to dressage. Your beautiful farm and training facility inspired much of The First Wife’s fictional Abbott Farm.


Richard Freeman, owner and stable manager, Oak Hill Ranch. Thanks to you and Sara for allowing me access to your world class breeding facility and champion warmbloods. It was an experience I’ll never forget.


Regina Milliken, assistant stable manager/trainer, Oak Hill Ranch. You were amazing—and amazingly patient. Thank you for all the time, your stories and allowing me a glimpse into the life of a true horsewoman.


Brooke Posey, young horsewoman extraordinaire, for letting me experience a show day through your eyes. Thanks also to Marie Rudd, for setting it up, and Kathleen Posey, owner, Serenity Farm, for allowing me to spend the day in the barn soaking up the pre-show energy.


Sunny Francois, Louisiana Horse Rescue Association, for an insider’s introduction to Louisiana horse country. Thanks to Jean Lotz, AAUW, for the introduction.


Lynda Byrne, for having me out to your place and arranging my “hands-on” research experience. To riding instructor Catherine Insley, Over the Moon Farm, and her gentle retired polo pony Tesoro.


On to the criminal mind …


Huge thanks to behavioral neurologist—and writer—Thomas Krefft, M.D., Northlake Neurological Institute, for information on traumatic memory loss.


Bill Moran, ex-cop and hunting enthusiast, for information on shotguns, rifles, and hunting accidents.


Folsom, Louisiana, police department for the look around and answered questions. I dropped in uninvited, interrupted your lunch and you didn’t shoot me—appreciate it, guys!


Captain George Bonnett, St. Tammany Parish Sheriff’s Office, for the tour and the many insights.


Personal appreciation:


For Sirens Nicole Grace, Trista Hook and Amanda LaPier for allowing me to “kill” them. And to all my Sirens for the love.


Editor Jennifer Weis and the amazing SMP crew; Agent Scott Miller, Trident Media Group; Assistant (and friend) Peg Campos; and my writing gal-pals, J. T. Ellison and Alex Kava.


And finally, gratitude to my family for loving me—even when I’m on deadline—and my gracious God, for the gifts.




PROLOGUE


Friday, April 18, 2014 
3:31 A.M.


Bailey Abbott’s eyes cracked open. Light, so bright it stung. Pain. Her head and neck. Throbbing. She told herself to cry out, but no sound came.


Where was she?


A soft hum and ping, coming from somewhere nearby. Bailey shifted her gaze. She lay in a bed. Stainless steel rails. Clear plastic tubing that led up to a sack of liquid. The hum she’d detected from a monitor near the bed.


Hospital. The realization whispered across her thoughts as her eyes closed once more.


7:26 A.M.


The sound of voices drew Bailey back. Men’s voices. She tried to open her eyes, but her lids refused to raise.


“Why hasn’t she come to, Dr. Bauer?”


Urgency in the voice.


“I understand how upsetting this must be for you, but you have to be patient. Mrs. Abbott suffered a traumatic brain injury, right now she’s doing exactly what she should be doing. Healing.”


Brain injury? Who were they talking about? Not her. Surely.


She longed to tell them, to get their attention, but her body refused to respond to her thoughts.


“Give me something, Dr. Bauer. Please. I’ll settle for an educated guess. Anything to hold on to.”


“What I see looks very good. Judging by your wife’s level of consciousness, the way she’s responding to stimuli, her TBI is mild. It could have been so much worse.”


Mrs. Abbott … Your wife …


Logan …


The voices dimmed. Bailey tried to grab on to something solid, but the dark rose up and dragged her back.


10:20 A.M.


Bailey became aware of voices. Jarring. Angry.


“What do you expect from me, Billy Ray? She was riding and got knocked off. That’s all I know.”


“Rodriguez is dead.”


“That has nothing to do with her. The sheriff’s detectives said—”


“She had a lot of blood on her, Abbott.”


“You’re telling me? I was the one who found her.”


“That’s right, you were.”


“Which means what?”


Barely controlled fury. It frightened her.


“Like I said, it was a lot of blood.”


“She busted her head open. It bled.”


“Maybe it wasn’t all hers?”


“What are you going to suggest next? That she shot Rodriguez? Or, wait for it, that Bailey’s accident is mysteriously connected to—”


“True’s disappearance.”


“For God’s sake! Give it a rest.”


“So, let me take a look around your property.”


“You’re out of your mind.”


“What are you trying to hide?”


“Get a warrant, you crazy son of a bitch.”


“What’s going on in here!”


A woman’s voice. Hushed but furious.


“You’ll have to leave, Officer. Family only.”


Officer … something she … tell him …


“Fine. But know this: Abbott, as soon as she’s awake, she’s mine.”


“That’s a thing with you, isn’t it, Billy Ray? Wanting what’s mine?”


Important … now, before it was too …


But then the silent place swallowed her once more.


10:36 P.M.


A deep, rhythmic rumbling. It wormed its way through the fog, wrapping around her and drawing her out of her soft cocoon. Bailey’s lids lifted. The dimly lit room came into focus. Sterile and unwelcoming.


She shifted her gaze in the direction of the rumble. A dark-haired man in an armchair. Asleep.


Handsome. Strong jaw, dark with several days’ worth of stubble. Too tall and broad to sleep comfortably in the chair.


Logan.


She whimpered. The sound echoed in her head, like the heavy clang of a bell. His soft snoring stopped and he sat straight up.


“Bailey?” He was on his feet, beside the bed. “Baby, are you awake?”


She shrank back. Into the bedding, then deeper yet, back into her safe cocoon.


Saturday, April 19 5:24 A.M.


Light broke through. Stingingly bright. “This way!” it seemed to call. “Here to safety.”


Bailey resisted. This was the safe place. Soft and close. Protected. But the light beckoned, insistent. Sound with it. And a tingling sensation, as if her entire being had come back to life.


Resistance proved futile. She ran toward the sound and light, hands outstretched.


Bailey opened her eyes and said his name.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


Three Months Earlier 
Grand Cayman


“Do you believe in fate, Bailey Browne?” he asked. “That two people can be destined to meet?”


They sat side by side on the beach, she and this handsome stranger she had spent the past eight hours with. The most unexpected, exciting and romantic hours of her entire life.


She turned to meet his dark, intent gaze. She should tell him she thought such notions silly. Play it cool and sophisticated. But cool and sophisticated weren’t her style.


“Yes, I believe it,” she said, voice husky. “What about you, Logan Abbott?”


He hesitated, a hint of vulnerability coming into his expression. “I didn’t. Not until…”


Tonight. Until you.


The words hung unspoken in the air between them. Heady. Tantalizing.


They had been fated to meet.


He found her hand, laced their fingers. “Have you ever seen the sun rise over the Caribbean?”


“Never.” She rested her head against his shoulder. “It’s beautiful?”


“The most beautiful. You could stay and watch it with me?”


“Okay.” Bailey tipped her head so she could see his strong profile. “You’ve seen a lot of sunrises, haven’t you?”


“All over the world.”


“Have you ever seen it rise over a Nebraska cornfield?”


He laughed. “As a matter of fact, I haven’t.”


Bailey liked the sound of his laugh, deep and raspy, like a growl. She snuggled closer to his side. “You might want to put it at the top of your list,” she teased. “It’s pretty spectacular.”


He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed her palm. “Only if you promise to watch it with me?”


She could lose herself in this moment, Bailey realized. In the sound of his voice, the feel of his lips against her skin.


Simply slip away. Disappear forever.


“I promise,” she whispered, and he drew her with him down to the sand.


Bailey studied him while he slept. They hadn’t made love. They’d watched the sunrise, then come back to her room and slept, wrapped in each other’s arms.


He took her breath away, he was so handsome. Dark hair and light green eyes, classically sculpted features, beautifully shaped mouth. Mysterious, she thought. The tortured hero of novels. Wounded deeply by someone special to him. Waiting for just the right woman, the one who could make him whole again.


Were all women as hopelessly romantic as she? Bailey wondered, fighting the urge to trail a finger over his chiseled lips. Drawn to the very thing that would eventually destroy them?


He opened his eyes. His mouth tilted into the small, lazy smile she already loved. “Good morning.”


“You were sleeping so peacefully, I didn’t want to wake you.”


“I wasn’t sleeping.”


Heat stung her cheeks. “You were!”


“Nope.” He laughed. “Playing possum.”


She gave in and trailed a finger over his perfect mouth. “So you could tease me?”


His smile faded. “Because I didn’t want this moment to end.”


Inexplicably, tears stung her eyes. She blinked against them, feeling foolish.


“Don’t,” he said.


“What?”


“Try to hide from me. I want to know everything about you, Bailey Browne.”


“I’ve already told you everything.”


“Hardly.” He cupped her face in his hands. “Why the tears?”


“Is this real?” She searched his gaze. “It’s as if my dreams have conjured you, our meeting. All of it.”


“I promise you, I’m real.” He laid her hand over his heart. “Feel it beating.”


She did and pressed closer. Thoughts of her mother swamped her. Her hopes and hurts, dreams and disappointments. Many of them for her daughter. Bailey had told him about her mother’s illness, her passing. How much it hurt.


Bailey lifted her eyes to his. “I took this trip as a way to celebrate my mother’s life. To honor her by … really living. Does that make sense?”


He combed his fingers through her hair. “It does. Completely.”


A smile touched her mouth. “And here you are.”


“And so are you.”


“It’s hard losing someone you love.”


“But they’re never really gone. Not if you truly loved them. They leave a little piece of themselves. Here.”


He laid his hand on her breast. She wondered if he felt her heart leap at his touch.


“And what of you?” she asked thickly. “Who have you loved and lost?”


“Everyone,” he said simply.


In that moment, with that one revealing word, she fell completely, irrevocably in love with him.


Before she could respond, he kissed her. She kissed him back and there, with the sun streaming through the blinds, they made love for the first time.


They sat across from each other at a small table at the thatched-roof cabana bar. A Bob Marley tune playing. Fruity drinks with tiny, paper umbrellas. Women in bikinis and see-through cover-ups. Exotic, beautiful women.


And every one of them had noticed him. Several had openly flirted, as if she weren’t even there. As if recognizing, as Bailey did, that he was way out of her league.


Self-doubt swamped her and she leaned toward him. “Why are you with me?”


He looked annoyed. “Why would you ask that?”


“Why do you think? You could have any woman in this room. On this beach, for that matter. Why me?”


“You’re the only woman I want.”


His words, the way his gaze dropped to her mouth, thrilled. Even as the chill bumps raced up her arms, warning bells sounded in her head.


She silenced them. “You look like that character from the show Mad Men.”


He cocked an eyebrow, obviously amused. “Don Draper?”


“That’s the one. You’ve been told that before, haven’t you?”


He shrugged. “People see what they want to see.”


“And what do you see when you look at me?”


“Not Don Draper.”


She laughed, liking his sudden moments of humor. “God, I hope not.”


His smile faded. “I see you, Bailey.”


She pouted and he frowned. “Don’t do that. You don’t have to and it’s not you. You’re not like these other women. Not a Barbie doll. Real, no artifice or games.”


He leaned closer. “You still believe anything is possible. You believe in true love, in good triumphing over evil and in happily ever after.”


She did, she realized. In her heart of hearts, despite a life that had time and again exhibited the opposite.


How had he learned so much about her in such a short time?


The same way she had learned so much about him.


“What about you?” she asked. “Do you believe in happily ever after?”


Shadows came into his eyes. He gathered her hands in his, leaned toward her. “Could you believe enough for the both of us?”


Her mouth went dry. A lump lodged in her throat. How many times had she told her world-weary, brokenhearted mama just that? “I’ll believe enough for us both, Mama. Everything will change for us, you just wait and see.”


It’d come too late for her mother. But not for her. “I can,” she said softly. “I love you already.”


He smiled, slow and satisfied. Like a cat. A big one. Sleek and dangerous.


“You’re perfect, Bailey Browne. Absolutely perfect.”


Bailey’s suitcase lay open on the luggage rack. Tomorrow she’d be going home. Her heart was breaking.


Logan sat on the corner of the bed, silently watching her pack. He’d said little in the last few hours and she filled the silence with chatter. “All good things come to an end. That’s what Mom used to say.” Bailey took a stack of folded shorts and shirts and laid them in the suitcase. “Bailey,” she mimicked, “if Christmas came every day, it wouldn’t be a special day. Or if you ate chocolate ice cream for every meal, it wouldn’t taste so good anymore. That’s the nature of—”


“Don’t go.”


She tried not to look as devastated over this moment as she was. “My flight’s tomorrow. I have to.”


“No, you don’t. Stay. Extend your vacation.”


She met his eyes. “Just like that?”


“Yes, just like that.”


Her heart began to rap against the wall of her chest. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”


“Dead serious. Change your flight.”


“It’s nonrefundable.”


“I’ll pay for another.”


Her thoughts raced. What did she have to go back to? She’d quit her job to care for her mother and the new semester at school had just begun. She had no family and few real friends.


Bailey shook her head. “It’d cost a fortune.”


“It doesn’t matter. I can afford it.”


“But my room—”


“I’ll make arrangements with the hotel. Or you can move into my room.”


Into his room and into his life, her own disappearing forever.


“Young women go missing in places like this.” The words popped out of her mouth; she hadn’t even realized they’d been there.


Cold crept into his expression and he stood. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you felt that way.”


“I don’t. I just … I’m a single woman. I have to be careful.”


“I get that.” He started for the door, then stopped and looked over his shoulder at her. “I guess I thought this was as important to you as it is to me.”


She’d hurt him. Impossible as that seemed for her, she heard it in his voice and saw it in his eyes.


“Wait!” She held out her hand. “It is, I just—”


“Don’t trust me.”


“No, I do. But—”


“We’ve only known each other five days? But you have to be smart or play it safe?” His voice deepened. “You can’t have this, us, and play it safe at the same time.”


He was right. Physical time didn’t matter, her heart had known him forever. He was the one she had always dreamed of finding. This thing exploding between them, the love she had always longed for.


“I’ll do it.” She nodded her head for emphasis. “But I’m paying for it myself.”


A smile tugged at his mouth. “I get you wanting to be self-reliant, but—”


“No. It seems right, spending Mom’s life insurance money this way. She always wanted me to find what she never—”


Her throat closed over the last. He took her in his arms, drew her close. She curved hers around him, nestled her head on his shoulder. They stood that way a long time, his heart beating steady and strong against hers.


How could anything that felt so wonderful be anything but right?


Bailey leaned back, tipped her face up so she could meet his eyes. “My dad abandoned us when I was a baby. It broke her heart and she never found love again. But she wanted me to have what she didn’t. She wanted me to find you.”


“You have, Bailey. And I’m never letting you go.”


The same suitcase lay open on the same bed. The same heavy silence surrounded them. The sense of loss, of her heart breaking.


No, Bailey thought, now the loss cut deeper. If he had meant to snare her in a seductive web, he had succeeded. The thought of living without him was almost more than she could bear.


“But we’ll see each other,” she said, voice artificially bright. “We’ve made a plan. It’ll work.”


He didn’t respond and she went on. “You come to Nebraska for the sunrise, then I’ll come to Louisiana for the seafood.” She collected a stack of shirts from the bureau drawer. “It’s not like we live on different planets. It’s not—”


“Stop,” he said. “Please. There’s something I have to tell you.”


Bailey’s mouth went dry. “What?” she managed.


“I was married once,” he said. “She left me.”


“Oh.” She didn’t know what to say. The thought of him married to someone else stole her breath. It shouldn’t, they were both old enough to have been married before, and he was older than she. But still, something about it cut her to the quick.


“I came home one day and she was gone. She left with nothing but the clothes on her back and the money she brought into the marriage.”


Bailey cleared her throat, feeling like a deer, frozen in the headlights of an oncoming semi. “Why didn’t you … tell me this before?”


He looked down at his hands, then back up at her. “I don’t like talking about it.”


Which meant he’d been badly hurt. Because of her father, she understood betrayal by the one you loved most. The one you trusted and depended on.


“Who have you loved and lost?”


“Everyone.”


She could hardly find her voice. “So … Why now, Logan?”


“There’s more. Ugly gossip. About me and True, my family. I’ve put up with it most of my life, but I wanted you to know before I … Marry me, Bailey.”


She froze, certain she couldn’t have heard him right.


But she had, she realized when she looked at him.


“Marry me,” he said again. “I want to spend my life with you.”


The strangest sensation moved over her. Like the prickle of static electricity. But from head to toe. With the sensation came elation. And complete terror.


“You’re crazy. We’ve only known each other—”


“Our whole lives.”


She laughed nervously. “And here I was going to say twelve days.”


He crossed to her, gathered her hands in his and looked deeply into her eyes. “Maybe it is crazy, but it feels as if my heart has known you forever.”


God help her, it felt the same way to her. “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”


“Dead serious. Listen, Bailey, we could say good-bye with all good intentions of seeing each other again. But let’s be honest, we’d drift farther and farther apart. And that would be that.”


He tightened his fingers on hers. “But that’s not how this story goes, Bailey. It’s not how our story goes.”


He released her hands and got down on one knee. He took a small, white leather box from his pocket. “I love you, Bailey Ann Browne. Will you marry me?”


He opened the box. The most beautiful diamond ring she’d ever seen winked up at her.


She moved her gaze from the ring to his face. He loved her. She had told him a dozen times already, but he had waited. To make this perfect.


Happily ever after, she thought. That’s how their story would go.


She believed in fairy tales. And this was hers.


“Yes, Logan,” she said softly. “I love you and I will marry you.”




CHAPTER TWO


Louisiana


They drove with the convertible top down and the heat blasting. Bailey laughed out loud even as she huddled deeper into her coat. Crazy, driving this way, bundled up in their winter gear. But everything about this was completely and utterly nuts.


Logan glanced at her. “What’s so funny?”


“We are!” She stretched her gloved hands to the sky, the way she did when riding a roller coaster. And here she was, in the front car of the wildest coaster of all.


“You’re certifiable, you know that?”


“I married you, didn’t I?”


“And I’m not about to let you forget it!” he said, then motioned to the road ahead. “We’re almost there. Don’t blink, you’ll miss it.”


Bailey straightened, excited. For many miles now, every time they’d come upon another set of iron gates, she’d asked if this one was Abbott Farm.


And each time he had smiled and told her they had to reach Wholesome first.


Now, here it was, announced by a quaint wooden sign.


“‘Village of Wholesome,’” Bailey read aloud, “‘population seven hundred eighteen.’ It looks so cute!”


He reached across the seat and caught her hand. “I hope you like it here.”


“I’ll love it, Logan. Because you do. Tell me again who I’ll be meeting today.”


“My sister, Raine.”


His only family. “The artist.”


“Yes. Moody and brooding.”


“Obviously a strong family trait?” Bailey teased.


“Luckily, it skipped me.”


They both laughed.


“She teaches art at the university,” he continued. “Part-time.”


“The one in Hammond. With the good elementary education program.”


“Southeastern. Yes.”


They rolled past the closed-up Dairy Freeze, then Earl’s Quick Stop. Several patrons turned their way and stared. No doubt they recognized the car. She wondered how they would respond to the news Logan had remarried.


He didn’t seem to notice their attention. “She lives in a secondary residence on the grounds.”


“Don’t forget, you promised she’d like me.”


“I don’t recall it actually being a promise.” He cocked an eyebrow, expression wickedly amused. “Besides, it doesn’t matter if she likes you, baby. Because I love you.”


He stopped at a four-way and she sent him an arch glance. “So, you’re one of those men who’ll say anything to get a woman to say yes.”


“It worked, didn’t it?”


Bailey refused to be drawn away from the subject of his sister. “So, she’s not going to like me?”


“Raine’s a little … possessive, so her first reaction might be … cool. But once she gets to know you, and sees how happy you make me, I predict you’ll be terrific friends.”


Bailey rolled her eyes. “Great. I‘m totally screwed.”


He laughed but didn’t deny it, and eased through the intersection. “Then there’s August. Watch out for him, he’s a womanizer and complete S.O.B.”


“But you like him anyway.”


“I respect him,” he corrected. “He’s a brilliant trainer.”


Bailey imagined him. August Perez, dressage trainer. Dark and dashing. It all sounded so very romantic.


“Is this really happening?” she asked.


“It is.” His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Till death do us part.”


The sun went behind a cloud and a chill, like a shadow, moved over her. “How much farther?”


“A mile.”


“Then quick, tell me about Paul.”


“My stable manager.”


“Oldest friend and right-hand man.”


“Yup. And he’s going to be really pissed about this.”


More good news. Logan’s secretiveness had bothered her. She’d called the only two people in her life who would care, her friend Marilyn and her former boss from the bookstore. Both had been shocked and had begged her to reconsider. They’d been suspicious of Logan’s motives.


They didn’t get it. He wasn’t rushing her. They were following their hearts. Acting on their certainty that they were meant to be together.


But for Bailey, it was also about adventure. For once, stepping out and grabbing life by the horns. About being an active participant in her dreams coming true.


“You should have told him, Logan. To spring us on him and everyone else like this, it doesn’t seem fair. I’d be pissed, too.”


The light ahead turned red and he rolled to a stop. He looked at her. “I wanted this to be just ours, Bailey. For a little bit longer.”


A lump formed in her throat. Not secretive. Holding on to and cherishing this special time together.


The light changed and Logan eased forward. “Besides, you’ll understand when you meet everyone.”


“They’re a pack of hungry wolves, is that what you’re saying?”


“Pretty much.” He reached across the seat and caught her hand. “Look, just up on the right. Abbott Farm.”




CHAPTER THREE


Logan reached the drive and turned in, rolling through the open gates, emblazoned with an ornate AF.


“Wait!” she said. “Stop.”


He did, eyebrows drawing together. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.” She hoped he didn’t hear the quiver in her voice. “I just need a moment.”


To calm her thundering heart. To harness the sudden wave of uncertainty that rose up in her. This was it. Her new home. She had tied herself to this man and this place, everything familiar a thousand miles away.


She was alone here.


No, she had Logan. And as long as they were together, she’d never be alone.


Life by the horns, she reminded herself. True love and everything that went along with it.


She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay,” she said. “Ready.”


“Second thoughts?”


“No.” She forced a confident smile. “Hell no, in fact.”


Logan put the car in gear. The gravel drive snaked its way back to the main stable—they called them barns here, Logan had told her—and training arenas. He had shown her pictures of the estate online. It consisted of the barn and training facilities, acres of pastureland, three residences sitting on ninety wooded acres.


But the photos hadn’t prepared her for how breathtaking it was.


Rolling pastures lined with white fencing. Sprawling grounds. Mature oaks, maples and birch trees. Two mares grazing in the pasture nearest the entrance, foals at their sides.


They reached the barn. Logan swung the Porsche into a spot under a tree and killed the engine. Two dogs scampered out to meet them—a corgi and a chocolate Lab—followed by a man in blue jeans, boots and a cowboy hat.


Logan glanced at her. “A word of warning. Paul has supersonic hearing. He misses nothing that’s said in the barn.”


“So no sex talk when I think he’s out of earshot?”


“Right.” He grinned. “Though it kills me to say it.”


A moment later Bailey watched as the two men embraced.


“You sorry S.O.B.,” Paul said, slapping him on the back. “I was beginning to wonder if you were ever coming back. One week turned into three and a half? Damn, man.”


Logan smiled. “I considered living in paradise, but figured this place would go to hell without me.”


Paul laughed, a deep, rumbling sound. “You wish.” He looked her way and smiled. “And I see you brought a friend. Hi, I’m Paul.”


She pulled off her knit cap, shook out her shoulder length, wavy blond hair and smiled. “I’m Bailey. Logan’s told me so much about you.”


Paul looked startled, then cleared his throat. “Hopefully nothing I have to deny too vehemently?”


“Not at all. It was all glowing.”


Logan turned toward her and held out a hand. She crossed to him and took it, liking the way his fingers curled around hers. He pulled her close to his side.


“Paul,” he said, “I have news. Try not to be so pissed you make an ass of yourself.”


“I knew it.” Paul put his fists on his hips, mouth curving into a wry smile. “You bought a horse, didn’t you?”


Logan glanced at her, laughter in his eyes, then back at Paul. “In a manner of speaking.”


“You son of a bitch. The two-year-old from Miami. I told you they wanted too much for him. So did August.”


Bailey tried not to laugh. “The horse, it’s not a him. It’s a her.”


“Bailey’s more than a friend, Paul. She’s my wife. That’s the news.”


Paul let out a bark of laughter. “You met on the beach, fell in love and got married. Makes perfect sense to me.”


At their silence, his smile slipped. Again, he moved his gaze between the two of them, before settling it on Logan. “This isn’t a joke?”


“Nope. We got married two days ago.”


Paul flushed and turned to her. “I’m so sorry,” he said stiffly. “I didn’t mean any disrespect, I’m just … speechless.”


“I understand,” she said, and held out her hand. “In a way I am, too. It’s good to meet you, Paul.”


She supposed it all sounded ridiculous to him; she knew he didn’t appreciate the position Logan had put him in. But instead of being a jerk about it, he ignored her hand and pulled her into a bear hug. “You’re in South Louisiana now, we hug down here. Besides”—he held her at arm’s length—“you’re family now.”


The simply stated words took her breath away. Family. What she’d lost when her mother died.


“That means a lot to me, Paul. Thank you.”


He looked at Logan. “Does Raine know?”


Logan shook his head and Paul’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s one way to do it, but I would’ve thought that through a little more.”


“I’m not scared,” Logan shot back with a laugh.


“But I am,” Paul said, and winked at her. “Like we always say, wind and Raine—”


“—thunder and lightning,” Logan finished. “She’ll get over it. She’ll have to.”


He led Bailey to the car, then called back to his friend, “By the way, you’re coming to dinner. Bring wine. The good stuff, we’re celebrating!”


A moment later, they were back in the Porsche, heading away from the barn. “What did you think of Paul?”


“I liked him. It’s your sister I’m worried about.”


“Raine’s emotional, that’s all.” Logan maneuvered the vehicle up the winding gravel drive, the grounds changing from manicured to wild.


“Emotional?” She cocked an eyebrow. “Wind and rain, thunder and lightning?”


“Like I said, temperamental.”


“And possessive of you?”


“Very.”


“And August’s a son of a bitch.” Bailey mock-moaned and brought her hands to her face. “I’ve got a really bad feeling about this.”


“Remember, Paul’s nice.”


“Thanks for reminding me, but I still have the feeling I’m screwed.”


“I’ll protect you.”


“You’d better, since you got me into this.” They left the sun behind. Under the canopy of trees the temperature dropped, and she huddled deeper into her coat.


They came upon another set of gates, smaller this time with no insignia. He reached across the seat and caught her hand. “Excited?”


She nodded and he drove slowly through. The brick walls that surrounded the property looked a century old, though from what he’d told her, the house had been built less than fifty years ago.


Bailey caught her breath as the house came fully into view. She’d expected a Southern plantation or a manor house, not this sprawling … hacienda.


She told him so and he corrected her. “Spanish-style cortijo.”


“Cortijo,” she repeated.


“Farmhouse. My mother named it Nuestra Pequeña Cortijo. Our little farmhouse.”


“Has it occurred to you, there’s nothing little about it?”


“You didn’t know my dad. He wanted a grand, French country manor, Mom had other ideas. As you see, she won him over.”


She heard the sadness in his voice and squeezed his hand. “I love it already.”


He parked. They climbed out. She stood a moment, drinking it in with all her senses. It smelled earthy and alive. But it was so quiet. Just the rustle of leaves, chirp of the birds and water trickling in a nearby fountain.


“It feels like we’re in the middle of nowhere.”


“Our own private world.”


He grabbed her hand, lacing their fingers. “C’mon, I’ll show you around.”


At the front door, he scooped her into his arms and carried her across the threshold. “Welcome home, Mrs. Abbott.”


As he set her down, he kissed her. She clung to him, wondering how this had happened, how her life had become the fairy tale she had fantasized of as a young girl but given up on.


“You’re crying,” he said as he released her. “What’s wrong?”


“I’m just so happy. I just … I thought you’d never come.”


“But here I am.”


For long moments, they simply gazed into each other’s eyes, then he led her from room to room. Like an eager little boy, showing off his treasures. The place was magnificent. Both rugged and elegant. Cutting-edge convenience and old-world charm. Large windows and exposed brick. Reclaimed cypress doors and heart-of-pine floors; state-of-the-art electronics and Viking appliances in the country-style kitchen.


She crossed to the French doors and peered out. A lush courtyard, she saw. Complete with a pool, outdoor fireplace and the fountain she had heard from the drive.


She looked over her shoulder at him to find him carefully watching her. “I think I know where I’m going to be spending a lot of my time.”


“Other than the barn, I remember it being my mother’s favorite spot as well. Come, I’ll show you the rest of the house.”


Moments later, he swung open a door. “My study.”


Bailey stepped in, stopping at the painting that dominated the room. A portrait of a woman and a horse. The woman was beautiful, with dark hair and light skin, her mouth was curved into a small secretive smile identical to Logan’s. Somehow, the artist had caught the bond between horse and his master.


“It’s your mother.”


“You look just like her.” He circled his arms around her and drew her back against his chest. “This is the way I remember her.”


“She was lovely.”


“She was.” He rested his chin on her head. “The horse’s name is Sapphire. She raised him from a foal.”


Bailey recalled what he’d told her. That horses had been his mother’s passion; that she’d ridden dressage, making the U.S. team for the 1980 Summer Olympics.


“Did she medal in the games?”


“She did. Come see.” He led her to the mantel. There, displayed in a shadow box were several photographs of a young Elisabeth Abbott competing and the Olympic bronze medal she had won.


“She gave up competing after. Married Dad, had us. Devoted her energy to training young riders.”


“Is this the same horse from the portrait?”


“No. Sapphire was his offspring,” he said softly. “He died the same year she did.”


At the pain in his voice, a lump formed in her throat. His mother had died tragically young. Bailey didn’t know the details, only that she drowned. Logan had been almost sixteen, Raine ten. He’d promised to share the details someday; she’d agreed, they had their whole lives to learn about each other.


Someday. It had seemed so far away a few days ago. Now, here, surrounded by his mother’s things, it had arrived. Bailey longed to know everything. About his mother and everything else that had helped shape the man she loved.


She opened her mouth to ask, but as if sensing it, Logan drew her away. “Come, I’ll show you the upstairs.”


Three bedrooms, she discovered, including the master. Each with a balcony that looked out over the courtyard and pool.


“This is the master,” he said, swinging the door open.


She stepped into the room. A king-size poster bed. Serene blues and cream, with touches of gold. Furniture that looked as if it had been made for the room. Beautiful, but … something about it felt wrong. Anonymous, like a well-appointed hotel room.


Bailey stopped in the center and turned slowly around.


As her gaze landed on the bed, she wondered if this was the same bed he had shared with True.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.” She forced thoughts of the other woman away. “It’s lovely.”


“You can redo it, any way you like.”


Bailey crossed to the balcony door, opened it and stepped out. He came up behind, looping his arms around her and easing her against his chest.


“Who’s that?” she asked, indicating a man trudging through the woods beyond the brick wall. A white dog was with him, running ahead, then circling back, only to dart ahead again.


“Henry. He’s worked for our family forever. When you meet him, don’t be scared by the way he looks, he’s a sweet, simple man.”


“Why would I be frightened of his looks?”


“He was mauled by a stallion. One of ours.”


“Oh, my God.”


“He sacrificed himself to save Mother. By the time we got him out, his injuries were extensive. His body healed, but his brain didn’t. And his face … well, after a half-dozen reconstructive surgeries, it seemed kinder to stop.”


“Does he live here, on the property?”


“He does. He has a small cabin on the far northeastern side.”


“What about the dog? What’s its name?”


“Tony.”


“Tony?” She tilted her head to look up at him. “It doesn’t seem to fit him.”


“It will, when you get to know him.” He turned her in his arms. “What do you think so far?”


“That it’s so beautiful, I won’t ever want to leave.”


“What about me, Bailey?” He tipped her face up to his, expression fierce. “Promise you’ll never leave me. That we’ll have babies and grow old together.”


It was what she’d always wanted. A family. Meals around a big table, familial chaos with laughter and bickering siblings. What she’d never had.


Logan looked so sad it broke her heart. “Children and grandchildren,” she said. “We’ll raise them here, together. I’ll never leave you. I promise, Logan.”


He drew her to the bed. With the French doors open to the cold day, they made love.




CHAPTER FOUR


“You son of a bitch!” The woman’s voice came from downstairs. “You get your sorry ass down here this minute!”


Bailey sat straight up, dragging the sheets with her. “Oh, my God, someone’s in the house!”


Logan groaned. “Not someone. Hurricane Raine.”


“Your sister?” Bailey squealed.


“Two minutes!” the woman shouted. “Or I’m coming up there!”


“Hold your bladder,” he yelled back. “I’m coming!”


Logan sat up, a smile tugging at his mouth. “I think she heard about us.”


“This is so humiliating.” Bailey brought her hands to her face. “What if she heard … you know. The balcony door was open.”


“It’s okay, baby.” He leaned across and kissed her. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.”


But Bailey wasn’t about to hide in the bed—naked, for heaven’s sake—and miss this first chance to meet her new sister-in-law. Or chance that the outspoken woman wouldn’t charge up here to see her for herself.


The moment Logan exited the room, she leaped up and began throwing herself together. After finishing by pulling her hair into a ponytail and dabbing on a bit of lip gloss, she headed into the hall.


And stopped on the landing. She heard them, although they stood at the bottom of the stairs, out of her line of sight.


“How could you do this to me, Logan? I’m your sister.”


“And I love you. But it’s my life.”


“And I like to think I’m a part of it.”


“You are, Raine. C’mon.”


Bailey heard the affection in his tone and smiled.


“She’s so sweet,” he said. “You’re going to like her. I promise.”


“That’s what you said about True.”


“And you liked her.”


“At first. Then she turned on us.”


“I don’t want to talk about her. And I won’t. Not today.”


“You don’t see the parallels? You thought she was sweet, too. You brought her home, just like this—”


Bailey crept closer and was just able to peek down at them.


“—surprise! ‘Meet my young, beautiful wife! Love her. She’s family now.’”


The bitterness and anger in Raine’s voice shocked her. As did the news that Logan had done this before, gotten married in a romantic whirlwind.


Bailey had thought she was special, that their love was a once-in-a-lifetime occurrence. Apparently not, if Raine was to be believed. Bailey pushed the thought—and the way it hurt—aside and refocused on their conversation.


“They’re two different people,” Logan said, voice low, reassuring. “You’ll see.”


Raine lowered her voice; Bailey had to strain to hear. “But you’re the same. I can’t … I couldn’t stand to see you heartbroken again.”


Bailey stepped out into the open. “You won’t have to,” she said clearly, forcing a confident smile. “I love your brother with all my heart.”


Raine looked up at her. She was beautiful—brown hair so dark it was nearly black, classic features—a feminine version of Logan save for the color of their eyes. Instead of light green, hers were a deep, rich brown.


And right now, they glittered with fury.


“Here she is,” Logan said. “My beautiful bride.”


His smile chased the chill away. She descended the stairs and went to his side. He drew her close, arm possessively around her.


“Bailey Abbott, meet my sister, Raine.”


Bailey smiled brightly at her new sister-in-law, and held out her hand. “Hurricane Raine,” she said. “I’m so happy to finally meet you.”


Something in the woman’s expression shifted subtly. Admiration? For her backbone? Or anticipation? As if she’d decided Bailey could prove a worthy opponent … or an easy target?


She took Bailey’s hand. “You’re right, Logan. She’s not True. I think she and I are going to get along famously.”




CHAPTER FIVE


The smell of grilling steak wafted on the evening air. The sound of laughter mingled with the tinkling of the courtyard fountain. Paul had arrived first, with flowers and wine. Raine had never left, instead heading straight to the bar, then out to sit alone by the pool, bundled up in her coat.


To Bailey, her sitting out there alone had felt weird. Logan had assured her that isolating herself was his sister’s way and that she would join them when she was ready. Or not.


She did, finally, her smile and behavior bright, but brittle. So brittle, Bailey feared the wrong words would shatter her into a million pieces. Paul, on the other hand, was affable and generous. Smiling at her, working to include her. Even so, she could see the strain around his eyes.


She wondered if he could see the strain around hers. If they all could. These people were so different than she. Beautiful and worldly. This place, so much … grander. Like a movie set, she decided.


She said so, and they all looked at her. Raine smiled, clearly delighted with her naivete. “And what kind of movie will this be, my surprise sister-in-law? A comedy? Or a tragedy?”


“Why, neither, of course.”


The man’s voice was silky and deep, with what sounded to Bailey like a European accent. They all turned.


“August,” Raine said, sounding amused. “You never miss the chance for an entrance.”


He kissed Raine’s cheek, then turned to Bailey. “And you must be the new Mrs. Abbott.”


Physically, he wasn’t a big man, yet in every other way seemed larger than life. Black hair pulled back in a ponytail, his dark coloring a dramatic contrast to the white silk shirt he wore. Tight jeans; a brilliantly white smile.


He caught her hand, met her eyes as he brought it to his lips. “Obviously, this movie is a romance. Epic, no doubt.”


Bailey smiled. “August,” she said, feeling everyone’s eyes on her and sensing this was a test, “you’re just as charming as Logan warned me you’d be.”


He laughed. “And you, Bailey, are as young and lovely as I expected.”


She wasn’t certain what he meant by that, but she wasn’t about to let him best her. “A testament to my husband’s excellent taste?”


“Something like that.”


Logan announced the steaks were done and they assembled around the grand dining room table. Bailey would have preferred a more casual evening, but Logan had insisted it was a celebration, so only the finest would do. So, they had set the table, using linens and china and lighting the long white tapers inside antique hurricanes.


After only a few minutes of polite conversation, the interrogation began. Bailey had been waiting for it. How could they not be curious? Here she sat, a stranger, virtually forced upon them.


And as she had also expected, it began with Raine. “Bailey, tell us about you. Where are you from?”


“Nebraska. A little town named Broken Bow.”


Her eyebrows shot up. “I’ve never actually met anyone from Nebraska.”


“Now you have. Finally, you can call your life complete.”


Beside her, Logan stifled a chuckle.


“What about your family?” Paul asked.


“I don’t have any.”


Raine made a choked sound and grabbed her water.


August leaned forward, eyes sparkling. “How very interesting.”


“I’m not certain what you mean by that.”


“He doesn’t mean anything by it,” Raine said. “He’s just trying to be clever.”


He laughed and went back to his wine and Raine refocused on her. “I’m curious,” Raine murmured, “how does one end up with no family at all?”


“I’m an only child, raised by a single mother. She—” Her throat closed over the words. She felt like an idiot and looked helplessly at Logan.


“Her mother passed away recently,” he said. “The loss is still very fresh.”


“I’m so sorry,” Paul said to her. “Forgive me for bringing it up.”


Raine stabbed a piece of steak. “Was it sudden?”


Bailey cleared her throat. “It depends on your definition of sudden. For me, it was. She was diagnosed with bone cancer, and six months later she was … gone.”


Logan laid his hand over hers. “Bailey withdrew from school to care for her.”


“What were you studying?” Paul asked.


“To be a teacher,” Logan answered for her. “Elementary education.”


“I’m going back.” Bailey smiled. “Logan tells me Southeastern has a good program. And that I could easily commute.”


“They do,” Raine interjected. “I’m a professor there. In the art department.”


“Logan told me.”


“Of course, Logan and I are Tulane grads.”


The subtle stress she put on the words made it clear Southeastern was fine for people like her, but not them. Bailey’s hackles rose. “Why’s that? It’s more expensive?”


“Catfight,” August murmured, bringing his glass to his lips.


“Yes, it is,” Raine responded. “But it was tradition that we should go. Mother and Daddy did, their parents as well. Things like that are important down here. Family things.”


Bailey bristled. “My mother studied at the school of hard knocks. And performed brilliantly.”


“Touché.” August looked at Raine expectantly.


But before the other woman could respond, Paul jumped in. “Do you ride, Bailey?” he asked.


“I used to. But haven’t in years.”


“A country girl like you?” Raine cocked an eyebrow, looking almost amused. “Why not?”


“Don’t laugh, but I’m afraid of horses. Terrified, really.”


No one laughed. A hush fell over the table.


“Well,” August said, lifting his glass in a toast, “there’s a first. Lady of the manor, ruling over all she sees, terrified of what she sees the most of. To you, Mrs. Abbott.”


“Shut up, August,” Raine snapped. “You’re such an idiot.” She turned to Bailey. “They’re the most beautiful, gentle creatures on the planet, how could they scare you? What happened?”


“I was thrown. Nearly trampled.” She looked at Logan. “When you told me what happened to Henry, it was all too real.”


Logan curled his fingers around hers. “A boyfriend convinced her to get on a horse she had no business riding.”


“Typical,” August said, smirking at Logan. “Leave it to a man to convince a levelheaded girl to do something dangerous.”


Logan ignored him. “She’s going to give it a try again.”


“When I’m ready,” she added.


“Of course, when you’re ready, baby.” He looked at Paul. “What do you think about her riding Tea Biscuit?”


He smiled. “Perfect choice. She’s a retired polo pony. Very sweet, as gentle as they come.”


“We keep her around because she’s good company for weaning foals,” August said.


“And for children to ride,” Raine added.


Paul cleared his throat at Raine’s dig, obviously uncomfortable. “Logan, tell us how you two met.”


He looked at her. “You tell them, sweetheart.”


“It was so romantic.”


“I’ll need more wine for this.” August held up the empty bottle. “Do you mind, Logan?”


“Of course not.”


“It was the first night of my vacation”—she glanced at Logan—“both of our vacations. I was walking on the beach and was attacked.”


Paul grinned. “Smooth move, Logan. Gutsy.”


He laughed. “It would have been but I’m not that slick.”


“He saved me,” she said. “My own knight in shining armor.”


Raine rolled her eyes. “God help us.”


“He stayed with me the whole time, even though it took hours to wait for security, then the police. I told him he could go on, but he insisted.” She sighed. “We watched the sunrise together. It was the most romantic night of my life.”


“Excuse me while I retch,” Raine said lightly. “Pass the bottle, August.”


“We spent every moment after together,” Bailey said.


“Then extended our vacations—”


“Because we couldn’t bear to say good-bye.”


“This could be part of a trend,” August said. “Lots of trends seem to be developing here.”


Paul sent him an irritated glance. “So you decided good-bye was off the table?”


“Exactly. We just … knew.” Logan gazed into her eyes. “It was right. We were meant to be together.”


“He proposed—”


“And she said yes.”


Paul jumped in. “And as they say, the rest is history.”


“Happily ever after,” Bailey said, beaming up at Logan.


“Obviously then, he hasn’t told you about True?”


The table went silent. Everyone looked at Raine.


“Why wouldn’t I have?” Logan asked, voice low, vibrating with something Bailey had never heard in it before but recognized as dangerous.


“We both know why, my dear brother. In this family, there’s no such thing as happily ever after.”




CHAPTER SIX


The days flowed one into the other. After a week, Bailey still couldn’t believe she was here, in this magical place, married to her very own Prince Charming. They had spent nearly every moment of the past days together, but today he’d had to go into New Orleans, to see to his land development and management firm.


Which left her alone in her new home for the first time. She considered finishing the arrangements to have her things shipped from Nebraska or calling and catching up with her friend Marilyn, but decided to go exploring instead.


Bailey laced up her Nikes, grabbed her jacket and headed outside. She would visit the stable, see if she could muster the courage to offer a carrot to the mare Logan had picked out for her. How could she be afraid of a horse named Tea Biscuit?


As she stepped through the gate, the white dog she had seen from the bedroom window her first day here burst out of the bushes.


“Hi there.” She squatted down and held out her hand. He scurried over, his whole back end wagging with his tail. She scratched him behind his ears and he went almost epileptic with pleasure.


“Tony,” she said, “you’re a friendly little guy.”


Not so little, she decided. But a puppy still.


A mutt, obviously. White and scruffy looking, with mismatched features, a black spot over one eye and a big, goofy smile.


“You have a bit of pit in you, don’t you?”


Tony smiled and she laughed. “Where’s your master? I’ll bet he’s missing you. Go on now. Go home.”


She started in the direction of the barn; Tony followed. She stopped. “Stay. Henry will be looking for you.”
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