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Chapter One



If he didn’t know any better, Tomás could’ve sworn he’d stepped into the Twilight Zone instead of a cottage on the grounds of Rancho Lindo.


It would be the only explanation why he was currently listening to his brother Gabe have an intense discussion over throw pillows.


“It’s too many, Nora,” Gabe said, clutching one of them like a football. This offender was gray and rectangle-shaped and boasted the word Blessed in a script font. “Where the hell is the poor woman going to sit?”


Nora was the ranch’s horticulturist and Gabe’s girlfriend. Tomás wondered if she was just as flabbergasted at his brother’s impassioned argument over the subject. He had never known Gabe, a retired soldier, to care about room décor so much.


If Nora was taken aback, though, she didn’t show it.


“She can move them when she needs to sit,” she said. “I think the pillows make the room more homey, more welcoming.”


“Well, I think it looks like we grabbed all the pillows from Target and threw them in here.”


Tomás walked farther into the small living room. “Do you want to know what I think?”


“No,” Gabe said.


“Of course,” Nora answered at the same time.


He shot an annoyed look at his older brother and opened his mouth anyway. “I think the pillows are the least of our problems. The cottage still needs a lot of work. The water temp is wonky, some of the drawers in the kitchen still get stuck if you open them too fast, and don’t get me started on that front porch. This place has been vacant for over a year and you think someone is actually going to want to sleep here after a quick patch-and-paint job? You and Cruz never should’ve said yes to this.”


This was an agreement to let a woman and her horse stay at Rancho Lindo for the next three months while she trained for some sort of equestrian competition. He had no idea how she knew about the ranch, especially since he’d only started accepting stable boarders at the end of last year. He’d had a total of three clients since. And even though Rancho Lindo was one of the biggest properties in Esperanza, California, it was not, nor had it ever been, known as a professional equestrian training facility. They also had never let anyone, outside of family members or employees, live on the ranch.


This woman’s seemingly out-of-the-blue proposal demanded a lot of firsts for them. Tomás would bet good money that this was not going to be the smooth experience his brothers were expecting.


“You know exactly why we said yes.” Gabe threw the pillow back onto the small love seat with its friends.


Tomás did. The ranch had been in their family for four generations. Their father had been running the ranch until he got sick last year. His oldest brother, Cruz, who had always been second in charge, took over managing the business full-time while their dad was undergoing treatment for prostate cancer. And when an injury forced Gabe to leave the army, he came home to Rancho Lindo and began helping Cruz. His other brothers, Nico and Daniel, also worked on the ranch and were in charge of the cattle. He was the horse guy.


But Cruz and Gabe were the ones who knew the most about the ranch’s overall finances, and they’d made it clear that they were falling behind on some bills. Tomás and his brothers didn’t aways see eye-to-eye, but they all agreed that they weren’t about to be the generation that lost Rancho Lindo. That meant making some hard choices. The reason this particular cottage had been empty for so long was because they hadn’t had the money to fill it with a new full-time live-in ranch hand. There were five one-bedroom cottages on the property and only two of them were currently occupied—Nora lived in one of them.


While Tomás admitted the new boarder would help their finances in the short term, he prayed the whole thing wouldn’t backfire.


“Well, you guys should’ve told her to come next week or next month,” he grumbled.


“We tried, but the lawyer insisted it had to be this weekend,” Gabe explained.


“And what’s up with all the secrecy anyway?” he asked.


The name of the woman and the fact that she was training at Rancho Lindo were not to be shared with anyone outside the family. At least that’s what Cruz had instructed after reading the contract the woman’s lawyer had sent over a few days ago. If that wasn’t a red flag, then Tomás didn’t know what was.


Gabe stuck his hands into the front pockets of his blue jeans. “I don’t know anything more than you do, Tomás. Maybe the lady just wants her privacy? But she’s paying us a lot of money to stay here, so we’re going to give her whatever she wants, okay?”


When Tomás didn’t answer, Gabe repeated, “Okay, Tomás?”


“Okay,” he finally said.


“Good. You’re probably going to be the one who deals with her the most, so we need you to be on board.”


He figured the same thing, which was why he was more anxious about it than the rest of his family.


Gabe walked into the kitchen muttering something about “checking those drawers,” leaving Nora to continue rearranging pillows.


“I’m sorry,” he said to her. “I didn’t mean for it to sound like I don’t think you did a good job getting this place ready for her.”


His friend looked at him over her shoulder. “No need to apologize. I understood what you meant.”


When she finally seemed satisfied with what she saw, Nora turned around and faced him and continued the conversation. “I also know that having someone else around your stable every day is going to get some getting used to. That’s your space, Tomás. It’s normal to feel uneasy about letting a stranger in there.”


“What do you mean?” he scoffed. “The guys are in and out of the stable all the time. That doesn’t bother me. And you’re in there at least once a week when you need to ride to the orchard.”


Nora gave him a kind smile. “That’s different and we both know it.”


“Fine,” he admitted. “I don’t like the idea. But not for the reason you think.”


“Then what is it?” she asked.


“The lady’s horse arrived this morning. He’s beautiful… and expensive. What if something happens to him while she’s here? Rancho Lindo can’t afford that. So now it’s all on me to make sure nothing does.”


She walked closer to him and touched his shoulder. “It’s not all on you. Rancho Lindo is a family business. Everyone does their part to make it run. This isn’t going to be any different.”


As usual, Nora was the calm and reasonable voice he needed to hear. Tomás knew her words were coming from her heart. Despite not officially being an Ortega—well, not yet anyway—Nora loved Rancho Lindo as much as any of them. She’d basically grown up on the ranch too, spending several summers visiting her tío and tía, who’d both worked for his family for many years. After her tío Chucho passed away two years ago, her tía Luz moved to Texas. He knew Nora talked to her every week and was planning to go visit her over the summer.


If Nora was confident that this plan would work, then he decided he would try to believe it.


“I guess,” he said with a shrug.


A few seconds passed before Nora spoke again. “So, I was talking to your abuelita earlier. Doña Alma showed me the invitation for the Riveras’ thirty-fifth anniversary party next month. I think it’s special that Lina and Carlos are going to renew their vows.”


Tomás had walked over to check a lock on one of the living room windows that had been stuck a few days ago. “Yeah,” he said without looking back at her. “They eloped when they were eighteen, so Lina told Mom that this is her chance to have a real wedding.”


He heard Nora chuckle and continued moving the lock to make sure it wasn’t sticking anymore.


“Good for her. Sounds like it’s going to be a big event with lots of their family and friends. I’m looking forward to finally meeting Omar and Mia.”


The mention of the Riveras’ adult children—especially Mia—made him still. He understood now why Nora had brought up the subject of the anniversary party. He turned around and met her eyes.


“Is there something you want to ask me, Nora?” he said softly. Judging by the pinched expression on her face, Tomás could tell there was, but it was obvious that she was worried about bringing it up. “It’s fine,” he assured her. “Out with it.”


She let out a relieved sigh. “Well, we—me and Gabe… and also Daniel and your mom. All right, all of us were wondering how you were feeling about seeing Mia again.”


He shrugged again. “Fine, I guess. I saw her last year when she came to visit her parents for Christmas, remember?”


Nora waved her finger. “No, you told me you ran into her. This is going to be different. You’re both going to be in the same place for a few hours. It’s probably inevitable that you’re going to have to talk.”


Tomás hadn’t thought about it like that. Because the last time they had talked—really, truly had a conversation—was eight years ago when he’d flown to New York for her college graduation prepared to propose at her celebration dinner in front of her parents and brother. Instead, Mia had told him before her commencement ceremony that she’d accepted a job and was going to stay in New York. And that they should break up… for good.


Since then they’d crossed each other’s paths only a handful of times when Mia had come back to Esperanza to see her mom and dad. Their parents were best friends, so he was regularly updated on her life in between visits as well.


Still, he’d managed to avoid any social situations where he would be forced to say more than ten words to her. But Nora was right. The Riveras’ anniversary party was going to be different.


He wasn’t about to admit anything, though. “You can report back to everyone that I will be perfectly fine seeing Mia at the party,” Tomás said. “It’s not going to be a big deal.”


Nora offered him a smile. “Good. I’m glad.”


Tomás smiled back, hoping she couldn’t see the slight irritation behind his expression. While he knew that his family had good intentions, it did bother him that they couldn’t believe he was over Mia. So what if they had dated all through high school and continued a long-distance relationship when she moved away? And so what if he hadn’t had a serious girlfriend since Mia? It didn’t mean that he was still in love with her or that he couldn’t handle being around her. It might be awkward, but only because it had been so long.


He was about to tell Nora all of that when Gabe appeared and announced, “She’s about ten minutes away. Tomás, Dad wants you at the house to meet her.”


They both nodded and then followed Gabe out the front door of the little cottage. As his brother and Nora walked ahead of him on the dirt path, Tomás couldn’t help but turn around and take one last look at its weathered white wooden panels and roof made of mismatched shingles.


He wasn’t sure why, but he felt like they were both about to be tested.


“Good luck to us both,” he said.















Chapter Two



Veronica looked out the back passenger-side window of the SUV and sighed.


“There’s absolutely nothing here,” she said into the phone as the car passed one empty field after another.


“That’s the point,” her father explained on the other end.


She sighed again.


Her father must have heard it. “Vero, it’s only for three months,” he answered as if her exhale had been another complaint. “You need this time.”


Veronica shook her head to disagree even though she knew he couldn’t see it. “What I need is to be in familiar surroundings and around other riders. You know how I thrive in competitive situations. That would help my mental training just as much as my physical training.”


It was his turn to sigh into the phone. “The Kentucky center has already had some of the usual reporters poking their noses around. You can’t afford to be the target of their chisme.”


“Apa, I’m old chisme. They have new riders to gossip about. They couldn’t care less about me.”


“Is that so? Then why did the manager of the center’s stables already get an email from one of those reporters asking why Takuache was moved yesterday?”


Veronica froze at the news. They’d taken so many precautions to make sure her prized stallion was transported safely and quietly to his new temporary home. How had the news spread so swiftly? It was the last thing she had wanted to hear. “Are you serious?”


“You know I wouldn’t lie to you about this, Vero.”


She hung her head. “Yes, I know.”


Her dad was quiet for a few seconds before speaking again. “This is for the best. The ranch is run by one family, and they have a very good reputation for being honest and fair. They don’t have a big staff either. It’s the perfect place for you to train without having to worry about being bothered by anyone. It’s almost as good as being home.”


Although her father was right about most things, he was wrong about that. A small ranch in the middle of nowhere was a long, long way from home. Literally and figuratively. It had been difficult to leave what had become her safe haven. She’d spent the past three years at her family’s estate in Guadalajara healing her body and her mind after a devastating fall during her last equestrian jumping competition. It had been so bad that she had nearly retired from the sport altogether. Her father knew better than anyone just how close she’d come to breaking the promise she’d made to her mother years ago.


So when Veronica had made the decision late last year to attempt to qualify for the Olympics one more time, he’d been elated and promised he’d spare no expense to get her there. And when he told her that he’d found a place for her to train in the United States for the next three months, she’d expected a facility similar to the one she’d used before in Kentucky. But a family-run ranch in a tiny town called Esperanza? She’d nearly called their family doctor to have her father checked out.


“Fine,” Veronica finally said, with a hint of dejection in her voice. She knew there would be no point in arguing. Once she had gotten on the plane earlier that day, the argument was over. He’d won as usual.


“Good girl. I knew you would see it my way.”


It would be hard not to.


“When does Charles arrive?” she asked, changing the subject.


“Tomorrow. You can start your training then.”


“Is he staying on the property too?”


Her father cleared his throat. “No. I thought it would be for the best if you each, uh, had your own space in between sessions. I rented him a condo in Santa Barbara.”


Veronica ignored the implication about them needing space away from each other and said, “Lucky guy.”


Charles Wright was her new trainer. She had only ever talked to him on a Zoom call and then had promptly told her dad afterward that she didn’t think he was the right person. The man had lots of experience, but he’d admitted that he hadn’t been on a horse in nearly twenty years and hadn’t trained anyone in over ten. But of course her dad had convinced her to give him a shot. Time was running out and she needed to focus on her training instead of shopping around for trainers.


“Trust me, Vero. This is going to be what you need. I can feel it. This is going to be your year.”


She wasn’t sure if her father actually believed his own words. Mainly because she’d heard them before. Many times. It didn’t matter, though. Everything was already in motion. She couldn’t stop it if she wanted.


“I trust you, Apa,” she told him. “And we just got here. I’ll call you after I get settled, okay?”


“Okay. Te amo.”


“Te amo.”


Veronica watched through the window as the SUV made its way through the open doors of a wrought-iron gate. She noticed the large R and L on the emblem atop the archway and assumed the letters stood for “Rancho Lindo”—her home for the next ninety days.


Within a few minutes, the dirt road they were on turned into a cobblestone driveway that ended at a turnabout with a fountain in the middle. Veronica took off her sunglasses and moved closer to the window. Her eyes grew big at the view before her. A beautiful two-story house modeled after the large haciendas back in Mexico stood behind three tall men wearing boots and cowboy hats.


She hadn’t expected a welcoming party. It was a nice gesture and she told herself to think more positively about the whole experience. Her dad believed that this was the year she would finally make it to the Olympics. She was going to try to believe it too.


The oldest man was the first to greet her when she stepped out of the car. “Hola, Señorita del Valle. Welcome to Rancho Lindo. I’m Santiago Ortega, the owner.”


Veronica shook his hand and gave him one of her camera-ready smiles. “Hola, Señor Ortega. Thank you so much for allowing me to stay here. Your hospitality is much appreciated.”


Señor Ortega motioned to one of the younger men standing next to him. “This is Cruz, the ranch manager. And Tomás, the stable manager. If you need anything during your stay, please feel free to go directly to them and they will give you whatever you need.”


Cruz’s handshake was firm but friendly. Tomás, on the other hand, barely held on to hers. He also didn’t smile at her like the others had.


Well, okay then, she thought as she studied his emotionless face.


She dismissed any more thoughts of the man and turned her attention back to Señor Ortega.


“I believe my horse has already arrived?” she asked.


But it was Tomás who answered. “Yes, he’s been here for a few hours already. If you’d like, I can escort you to the stables after you’ve settled in so you check on him.”


She waved her hand. “That’s okay. I trust he’s in good hands. I’m a little tired after all my traveling today. I’d like to go to my room and rest.”


“Of course, of course,” Señor Ortega said. “Tomás will take your bags and show you to the cottage.”


Veronica raised her eyebrows and pointed behind them. “Wait. I’m not staying in this house?”


“Oh no, Señorita del Valle. That’s my family’s home. We thought you’d be more comfortable in your own private cottage. It has a living room and a kitchen stocked with groceries in case you’re hungry. But if you’re feeling up to it, you are also more than welcome to join us for dinner at five thirty.”


A private cottage? Veronica decided that was indeed a better idea.


“Wonderful,” she told him. “Thank you so much.”


Tomás walked over to the six suitcases the driver had just unloaded from the back of the SUV. She thought she saw him roll his eyes.


“Everything okay?” she asked.


He cleared his throat as he grabbed the handle of the largest piece of luggage and picked up two smaller bags. “No problem, Miss del Valle. I’ll just come back for the rest.”


She said her goodbyes to Señor Ortega and Cruz and followed Tomás to the side of the house. He loaded the bags into the back of what looked like some sort of hybrid ATV and golf cart.


“What’s this?” she asked.


He jumped into the seat behind the steering wheel and motioned for her to get inside. “It’s called a Mule. We use them to get around the ranch, along with golf carts.”


“How far is the cottage exactly from the main house?”


“Only about half a mile, but I figured you’d have luggage so I thought the Mule would be better than the golf cart.”


The drive to the cottage took less than five minutes. But part of her almost told him to keep driving once she saw it. To her, the word cottage evoked warmth and a shabby chic vibe. This was more like shabby shack.


“This is where I’m staying?” she said incredulously when Tomás turned off the ignition. The place looked smaller than her bedroom back home.


“Yes. I know it doesn’t look like much from the outside. But the inside is very, uh, cozy.”


He got out of the vehicle and went to grab her luggage.


Veronica didn’t move for a few seconds. She needed to compose herself before she said something she shouldn’t. After taking a long, deep breath, she joined Tomás, who was now inside.


It was true that the inside wasn’t like the outside. But that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.


Tomás disappeared with the luggage and then reappeared. “I put your bags in the bedroom back there. The bathroom is the only door on the right just before the bedroom. There are a few dishes, pots and pans, and some cutlery in the kitchen. Oh, and the fireplace does work. There are extra logs sitting out there on the porch, and the matches are on the mantel.”


“Of course there are,” she mumbled. This place looked like it was built in the 1800s and never brought into the twenty-first century. She hoped it at least had running water and electricity.


“Excuse me?” Tomás asked.


Veronica coughed. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. “Of course, because that makes sense to leave them there.”


“Okay, well, I’m going to go get the rest of your luggage,” he said quickly, and then he was gone.


She dropped her purse onto a green velvet armchair and looked around the small, nearly bare living room and plain kitchen that sat off to the left.


Her dad had been dead wrong. This place was so not like their home in Guadalajara. In fact, the entire cottage could fit inside her bedroom alone. Not to mention the fact that it looked like all the furniture had seen better days.


It wasn’t that Veronica was a snob. It was just that for the amount of money she knew her dad was paying the owner, she had expected her accommodations to be more… well, more.


She pulled out her phone from her purse and took a picture of the living room. Then she sent the photo to her sister, Valeria, along with the text: My home for the next 3 months.


Valeria immediately texted back: Where’s the rest of it?


That made Veronica laugh. She could always count on Val to think just like her. There was a ten-year age difference, but they could’ve been twins based on how much alike they were. Well, in most things, anyway. While Veronica had dedicated her life to equestrian jumping, Val had decided she wanted to be a doctor. She was in her first year at the university in Mexico City, and it had been the longest they’d ever been apart. After losing their mom when Val was only six, Veronica had tried to step up and fill that role. But it had been hard when she was competing and training to always be there for her sister. While her accident had almost destroyed her professional career, it had also been a blessing in some ways. Their dad had moved them both out of Colorado to Guadalajara, and the two leaned on each other even more. She would always be grateful for the three years when she didn’t have to worry about the next competition and instead could focus on just living a normal life and being a big sister.


But when Valeria had announced her college and future career plans, Veronica had a choice to make. What on earth was she going to do with her own life? She could either continue hiding behind the tall gates of their family estate or face the music and try one more time to achieve her Olympic dreams.


Her answer had landed here in this very small cottage on a ranch in a very small town.


Veronica put her face in her hands and for the millionth time that day, she wondered if she had made the wrong decision.















Chapter Three



The gray skies and chilly morning air weren’t exactly what Tomás was hoping for when Abuelita wished him a good day as he left the house after breakfast.


If rain was coming then that would add extra chores to his already long To Do list, and he had no time for anything else. Not today.


As it was, he’d been out in the stable an hour earlier than normal getting things situated in preparation for Veronica’s first day. Judging by her tone and body language the day before, she was already disappointed in what Rancho Lindo was offering her.


He didn’t want to add his stables to that opinion.


Tomás didn’t know the first thing about what exactly Veronica was going to be doing in the corral, but he did know it had something to do with jumping. He’d ordered six poles that fit onto X-shaped structures. The poles, once arranged, sat only a few inches above the ground. But Tomás wasn’t sure if that was what Veronica needed for her first training. So instead he’d left the poles and their riser blocks near the corral entrance. He’d bought them used from his usual supplier and although he’d been told he was getting them at a bargain price, it still hurt to fork over that much money. Some of the other items on the equipment list were expected to arrive in a few more days—including more poles with different fence-like holders. He hoped they weren’t things she’d worry about during her first week on the ranch.


Veronica had mentioned that she would begin her training at nine in the morning, so Tomás made sure he was in his office at that time. But at 9:01, it wasn’t Veronica who walked in to meet him.


Instead he lifted his head from the paperwork he’d been signing to see his brother Daniel and a man he’d never met before.


“Mr. Wright, this is my brother Tomás. He runs the stable and can help with whatever you or Miss del Valle need,” Daniel said. “Tomás, this is Miss del Valle’s coach, Charles Wright.”


Tomás stood up and shook the man’s hand. He was shorter than Tomás and had close-cropped white hair, pale skin, and bright blue eyes. He looked about the same age as his father, if not a few years older.


“Good to meet you,” the man said. Tomás noticed his British accent.


He nodded and replied, “Good to meet you too, Mr. Wright.”


Daniel left and Tomás motioned for Mr. Wright to take the seat in front of his desk.


“This is an impressive ranch,” he told Tomás. “I’d love to get a tour when you have the time.”


“Yes, of course,” Tomás said after sitting back down in his own chair. “Although I’m sure it’s not exactly what you’re used to in terms of a training facility.”


The man chuckled. “No, but I can train anywhere. All I need is my athlete and a horse. Speaking of, where can I find Veronica? I’m anxious to meet her.”


Tomás didn’t even try to hide his surprise. “You two have never met?”


“Not exactly. We’ve talked over Zoom, but this will be the first time we meet in person. I’m Veronica’s latest trainer.”


“Latest?” Tomás thought it was an odd word choice.


Charles shifted in the chair. “Well, she’s been out of the circuit for a few years, and let’s just say she has been sort of auditioning new coaches.”


Tomás was really curious now. “And what circuit would that be?”


“Equestrian jumping,” Charles said as though it was the only sport that existed. “Veronica is training for the upcoming National Equestrian Championships in Kentucky. It’s a qualifying event for the Olympics.”


“The Olympics? Wow.” Tomás was actually impressed. He’d never met an Olympic athlete before. His anxiety level began to rise. He didn’t know one thing about equestrian jumping. But he knew that Olympic athletes needed the best equipment to train. And although he took great pride in his stables, they were far from Olympian.


“Just a minute here,” Charles said. “Are you telling me that you don’t really know anything about Veronica?”


Tomás shrugged. “I’d never heard her name until two weeks ago when her lawyer reached out to my brother to ask if she could train here.”


“So you don’t know what happened?”


“What are you talking about?”


Before Charles could answer, a female’s voice interrupted their conversation.


“Good morning.”


Tomás looked over at the doorway and saw his new boarding client standing in the middle of it. He had to consciously restrain his mouth from dropping open. Yesterday, she’d worn her dark wavy hair down and it had fallen past her shoulders. Now it was tied up in a slick, tight bun just above her neck. She was dressed in a crisp white long-sleeved fitted shirt, tan-colored breeches, and black riding boots. She held her helmet and gloves in her hands. The outfit enhanced the curves that had been camouflaged yesterday underneath her long baggy sweater and loose flowy pants. Tomás ignored the hint of attraction stirring up emotions he had no business feeling about this particular woman.


Charles stood up and introduced himself. Veronica didn’t bother with any chitchat and told the man that she was ready to get to work.


“Takuache is in the third stall,” Tomás announced before they left.


Veronica nodded and then walked over to his desk and put a piece of paper on it.


“What’s this?” he asked as he picked it up.


“It’s a list of all the things that need fixing in the cottage, along with some items I need someone to order or buy today,” she said as she put on her right glove. “I saw some stores on the drive over. Hopefully you can find everything there?”


Immediately annoyance flared deep in his gut, and whatever wisp of attraction he’d felt moments earlier completely dissipated.


“I’ll get right on it, Miss del Valle,” he replied, a little testily.


“Oh, and what about laundry service? Is there a designated pickup day or do I just let you know when I need it?”


He had to stop himself from laughing out loud. “Uh, we don’t provide laundry service.”


Veronica’s eyes flared in surprise. “What am I supposed to do with my dirty clothes? Does the town’s dry cleaner offer pickup or delivery at least?”


“No, he doesn’t. I guess we could make some type of arrangement to take you into town for stuff like that. In the meantime, you’re welcome to use the washer and dryer up at the house.”


He may not have known the woman very long, but Tomás could see the wheels spinning in her head. And he braced himself for whatever tirade it was about to spit out.


But then she actually surprised him. Because instead of complaining, Veronica simply nodded. “Gracias,” she said tightly. And then she was gone.


Tomás looked at her list and couldn’t help but laugh. Sure, there were some things that seemed reasonable. But there were a lot that were ridiculous.


Espresso maker?


White-noise machine?


Wardrobe, rack, or some other additional clothing storage option?


Who did this woman think she was? Yes, they’d agreed to make sure her stay at Rancho Lindo was as comfortable as possible. But that didn’t mean they were going to spend what seemed like his entire stable budget on her. He pushed the paper away in frustration.


Then his phone rang. He answered as soon as he saw the contact name.


“Hello, this is Tomás Ortega,” he said.


“Hello, Mr. Ortega. This is Collin Martin. We spoke a few days ago?” the man on the other line said.


“Yes, hello. How are you?” Tomás’s chest tightened with anticipation.


“Good, thank you. Listen, I was calling to let you know that we decided to go with a different boarding stable over in Santa Ynez.”


Tomás’s heart sank. Mr. Martin had inquired about boarding two horses at Rancho Lindo long-term since he and his wife were downsizing and their new home didn’t have a stable on the property. He had seemed very interested at the time, but mentioned he was going to check with another stable as well.


Although Mr. Martin had made no promises, Tomás had still expected to get the business based on his gut feeling. Well, his gut had lied.


“I’m sorry to hear that,” he told Mr. Martin. “Can I ask the reason why you decided to go with someone else? I thought our pricing was pretty fair.”


The man cleared his throat. “Oh, it was. It had nothing to do with money and more to do with the fact the other stable had more staff and that made me feel a little more comfortable with the arrangements.”


And there it was. Tomás couldn’t compete with the bigger stables that had the budget to hire employees. The stable at Rancho Lindo was basically a one-man show. Sure, his brothers and other ranch hands could help out in a pinch or on bigger projects. But the day-to-day upkeep and operations all fell solely on him. Usually he preferred it that way. But not if it was going to cost him potential customers. He had to talk to Gabe and Cruz about hiring more help.


After the call with Mr. Martin ended, Tomás picked up Veronica’s list again. That’s when he noticed there was a different list on the other side of the paper. This list had things she expected Tomás’s “staff” to take care of when it came to her horse. Well, she was in for a rude awakening. Although he was willing to do most of the tasks listed, there were a few she was going to have to handle on her own. He decided he’d let Cruz worry about the items for the cottage while he figured out the rest. He had to focus on bringing in more income to the stable to help Rancho Lindo, and getting an espresso maker wasn’t going to do it.


Maybe Rancho Lindo wasn’t up to her standards. But Veronica del Valle was going to find out soon that not everything in this world was about her.















Chapter Four



Although the temperature was mild, in the mid-seventies, clouds cast a gray gloom over Rancho Lindo. Fitting for Veronica’s overall mood, which at first was anxious and hopeful but then quickly turned to frustration.


It had only taken ten minutes for her openness to Charles’s training techniques to disappear.


“I think it’s important that we set up some ground rules before we get started,” he said as they reached the corral where six cavalletti poles and their X-shaped riser blocks had been left near the entrance.


She was a little irked that Tomás had not set them up, although admittedly she hadn’t told him that she needed it.


“Of course,” Veronica replied. “I do have a few rules I’d like—”


Charles cut her off. “I meant my rules. And actually, I only have one. This is only going to work if you give me your complete attention and respect. You might not agree with my methods at first, but all I ask is that you try them. And if we both agree that they aren’t working, then we can try something else. But I can’t train someone who won’t listen to me.”


Veronica couldn’t help but raise her eyebrows. She didn’t like his tone. However, she tried not to let it bother her. It was clear that Charles was old-school. She’d had trainers like him before; they just liked to assert their dominance, as if that proved they were competent. Since it was their first training session, Veronica was willing to let the attitude slide. For now.


“Understood,” she said.


“Very good. All right, why don’t you take the horse for a walk around the corral to loosen up his joints.”


“Takuache,” Veronica told him.


Charles scrunched his expression in confusion. “Excuse me?”


“He is not the horse,” she said tightly. “He is Takuache.”


“Fine. Fine,” he said, waving a hand as if to dismiss her. “Take Takuache around the corral and practice proper lead changes while keeping a nice, steady rhythm.”


Veronica took Takuache by his lead and slowly walked away from Charles. Part of her wanted to run. An uneasy feeling was growing by the second in the pit of her stomach. They hadn’t even started the real training and Veronica was already sensing that there could be issues between her and Charles. She breathed in and out a few times, hoping to shrug off the worry and unexpected sadness. She’d had such high hopes for the morning.


Veronica prayed that things would improve.


“Let’s get started with some basic exercises with the cavalletti poles,” he said after Veronica and Takuache returned from their ten-minute walk around the corral. Veronica noticed that Charles had set up the poles on the ground about four feet apart.


“Aren’t you going to set the poles on their riser blocks?” she asked.


“Not yet. I want Takuache to do some trotting exercises first,” Charles explained.


“Believe me,” Veronica said, trying to contain her irritation. “Takuache knows how to trot.”


Charles met her eyes in a challenge. “I want to see the horse trot.”


She opened her mouth to argue, but remembered the promise she’d made to herself and to her father that she would do whatever it took to do well in the competition. Part of that was trusting that her trainer knew what was best—even if she didn’t see it.


“Okay then,” Veronica told Charles.


A few minutes later, she and Takuache did a few laps along the perimeter of the corral to get their rhythm in sync. As soon as she felt comfortable, Veronica directed him back to the center to line up with the poles. As expected, he trotted over the poles several times with no problem.


“Very good,” Charles called out as he brought out the X-shaped blocks. He set up a short course with two poles on the ground and one pole on a riser, followed by another two poles on the ground and then one more on a second riser.


Veronica guided Takuache around the perimeter a few more times in order to pick up his trotting speed. Instinctively, she took her weight off the saddle to give him space to move his back. But this time their rhythm seemed off. Sensing that he seemed a little anxious, she let go of the reins with her left hand to give his neck a little rub. “You got this, Takuache,” she told him as they made the last turn and headed for the first pole.


He passed over the first three poles clumsily and then totally bypassed the last three.


“What’s wrong?” Charles yelled out from his position on the corral entrance.


She ignored him and guided Takuache back to the beginning of the course so they could run it again. But this time, he stopped short of the first raised pole.


“What’s going on, boy?” she said. Veronica tried to tamp down her own anxiety and surprise. Takuache was an experienced jumper. He was flying over poles higher than these back home. She honestly had no idea what was happening.


Veronica dismounted to check Takuache’s legs for cuts or any other type of injury. But he was fine.


Charles eventually walked over and did the same. “There’s nothing wrong with his legs and he was trotting fine just a few minutes ago. Why is he being so stubborn?”


Veronica glared at the man. “Takuache isn’t a stubborn horse.”


“Maybe you need to be using a crop?”


“I don’t use crops on Takuache,” she said sternly. “Ever.”


“Fine. Then what about a more severe bit?”


“I’m not going to punish him because he missed one jump.”


“Technically, he missed two. And none of those things are punishment. They will help with his discipline.”


Veronica put her hands on her hips. “It’s the first day. It’s too early to talk about any of those things.”


She half expected him to remind her about his rule. Instead he told her that they should call it a day. Normally, the perfectionist in her would’ve argued that barely one hour of training wasn’t enough. But based on Takuache’s performance, she figured it was probably a good idea.


“All right, let’s try it again tomorrow,” she said.


Charles nodded. “I know it wasn’t a smooth first day, but I see a lot of potential,” he said.


Veronica didn’t know if she felt the same way, so she kept quiet and took off her helmet.


“Obviously you’re very experienced,” Charles continued. “And I realize we might have different styles when it comes to training objectives.”


That was an understatement. Charles had a been a equestrian jumping trainer for almost twenty years. Usually, that long a tenure meant his methods must be successful.


Usually.


Because as far as Veronica was concerned, Charles Wright had no idea what it meant to prepare for the Olympics.


She wanted to be challenged. She needed the thrill of seeking perfection.


Charles, on the other hand, treated her like she’d only started riding a few days ago, insisting on going over basic mechanics like trotting. Takuache, like her, was probably offended. No wonder he had refused to jump. Even though it was technically their first day of training, Veronica had expected to pick up where she’d left off three years ago at the height of her career. Instead, Charles had acted like she was some beginner.


It didn’t help that she had felt like one.


“Don’t worry,” Charles continued. “My plan is going to get you to the Olympics this time.”


Veronica didn’t think Charles’s plan would fix anything, but she didn’t have the energy to tell him otherwise. All she wanted was to get Takuache cooled down and to go back to the cottage, take a shower, and eat some lunch. Her stomach growled at the thought of food, and she decided it was time to get away from the stables.


“That’s all I want,” she told him. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Charles nodded. “Wonderful. Glad to hear it. I’ll be headed back to my flat then.”


When she didn’t say anything, he seemed to take the hint and walked away. Once he was out of her sight she exhaled and leaned her forehead against Takuache.


“I’m sorry it was such a rough morning for you too,” she said. “And I promise that I will never ever force you to do anything. I swear.”


As she led Takuache over to the water trough inside the corral, she tried to shake off the last dregs of the anxiety that had been roiling in her stomach since she’d woken up that morning. But only a wave of disappointment in herself replaced them.


Training with Charles had been her own personal deadline. It was supposed to be the official start to her comeback. Sure, she’d been riding and practicing on her own back in Mexico—but she’d had some missteps and setbacks. Veronica had convinced herself that once she’d started working with a trainer, everything would come back to her, especially her confidence. It wasn’t real until she worked with a trainer. So she’d dismissed those waves of doubt and failed attempts. Deep down, though, she knew the disastrous morning wasn’t only Charles’s fault.


No trainer would ever be good enough for her, because the only trainer Veronica wanted wasn’t here anymore.


Veronica realized then that the cloud that seemed to be hanging over that morning had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with the fact that she was missing her mom. Her mom would know exactly what to say to get Veronica out of whatever headspace she was in that was preventing her from performing the way she used to.


After Takuache seemed to be done drinking, Veronica looked around for Tomás. She wanted him to cool Takuache down with a walk around the perimeter. But the stable manager was nowhere in sight.


Of course he wasn’t. So far, she was not impressed with the man. She made a note to tell Señor Ortega that his employee didn’t seem like he was capable of the kind of service she expected.


“Where is he?” she asked as if she expected the horse to answer. Her stomach grumbled again. Veronica decided she wasn’t going to wait for Tomás any longer and led Takuache away from the trough so she could walk him around the corral.


After about fifteen minutes, she led Takuache back to his stall. That’s when she spotted Tomás entering the stable.


“There you are,” she said once he was closer.


“Hello, Veronica,” he replied and continued on his way.


She patted Takuache on his side and then headed after Tomás. She thought it was rude of him not to even ask if she needed something.


When she caught up to him, she stood behind him and said to his back, “I need you to be available after my training sessions so you can take Takuache and cool him down.”


Tomás didn’t even glance at her. Instead he unlocked his office and walked inside. “No can do. This is more of a self-service stable.”


She followed right behind him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“It means except for taking care of Takuache while he’s in the stall, you’re going to have to cool him down,” he said, tossing some papers onto his desk before taking a seat behind it. “I might be able to grab a ranch hand for you once a week for some of the other things, like cleaning your saddle and bridles. But this is a busy working ranch, and everyone else has their own work that needs to get done.”


She couldn’t help but bristle at his tone. Maybe it was all of the stress of that morning, but irritation flared inside her and her cheeks heated.


“I don’t think that’s what my father and I agreed to,” she said through gritted teeth.


“Actually, it is,” he said. “Didn’t you read the contract your lawyer sent over?”


Veronica crossed her arms against her chest. She didn’t like the implication that she was someone who didn’t take responsibility for such things. She was an experienced professional and she had read that contract not just once, but several times. “Of course I read it,” she told him. Her exasperation was quickly escalating into irritation. “And it clearly lists all the amenities and equipment we required.”


“Not required,” Tomás corrected her. “Suggested.”


“It does not say suggested,” she said, moving her hands to her hips.


“It most certainly does. Do you need me to pull up a copy on my laptop?”


Veronica’s blood began to boil. He was so stubborn. Even though she knew he was wrong, she decided to move on. “And what about the list of things for the cottage?”


“I gave it to Cruz. He’ll take care of your living accommodations; I only handle the stable.”


Her shoulders sagged in relief. “Good. Can I expect to have everything on that list by tomorrow then?”


He swiveled in his chair to look through the filing cabinet behind him. “You can expect whatever you want. Doesn’t mean it’s going to happen, though.”
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