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CHAPTER 1

I didn't really believe that my father was dead until I saw him lying in a casket. Realization struck, then grief, and for the first time since I'd received the news, I cried. My mother put her arms around me and patted my back.

“I know, Anne. I know.”

“I can't believe that this is happening. I can't believe that I'm never going to see him again.”

“I know, honey. I know.”

It was just my mother and I, alone in the funeral parlor's Room One, alone with Daddy.

“He was the healthiest person,” I said. “He ate well, he exercised, how could he have had such a massive heart attack? He was only sixty-two.”

“I don't know why these things happen, but they do.” My mother's voice quivered and I reached my arms back around her.

We held each other for a long moment and then we knelt in front of the casket to say a prayer. The blanket of pink and white carnations that covered the coffin read BELOVED HUSBAND AND FATHER.

I looked at the shell of my father that was lying beneath the flowers and shut my eyes. Daddy, help us to get through this.

Finally we stood up and composed ourselves. I had just put a tissue back in my bag when someone came in the back door.

“It's Uncle John,” I said, bracing myself to meet the grief of my father's only brother.

The wake was jammed. My father had worked at Wellington Farm here in Midville for the last twenty years, and during that time he had personally broke every youngster that had come through that well-known thoroughbred breeding operation. Everyone in town knew him, from the lowliest stable boys to the millionaire farm owners.

The room was at its most crowded when Liam finally arrived. I saw him over the heads of others as he stepped into the doorway and looked around.

I stopped breathing.

Across the room our eyes met.

I hadn't seen him in two years, but he looked as arrogant as ever.

“It's Liam,” I heard someone behind me say.

He started across the room and people automatically made room for him as he passed. My heart began to slam. Then he was standing in front of me and holding out his hand.

“Annie. What can I say to you? I'm so sorry about Pete.”

He was the only person I had ever allowed to call me Annie.

I put my hand in his and he bent and kissed my cheek. I recognized the smell of him. “Thank you, Liam,” I said. “It was quite a shock.”

I took my hand away and at that moment my mother came up to us. “Liam. It's good to see you.”

He turned his cobalt blue eyes toward her and said how sorry he was.

“Thank you, Liam. It's going to be hard getting used to living on my own.”

“Annie is staying with you, isn't she?”

I said, “I took a month's leave from my job to help Mom get settled.”

“How did you manage that?” he asked.

“A vet who practices in Florida during the winter is a friend of Dr. Ritchie's and she came north for the summer to work for us. Florida is dead in the summer. So, when I asked about taking an unpaid leave for a month, Dr. Ritchie agreed. The visiting vet can take my spot.”

A faint line appeared between his black brows. “I always thought that when you graduated you would come back here to practice.”

Just what I need, I thought. A chance to see Liam all the time.

“This job in Maryland was a great opportunity,” I said. “I was lucky to get it.”

His frown didn't lift, and he turned to Mom. “Please let me know if there's anything I can do for you, Nancy. And don't worry about having to get out of the house. It's yours for as long as you care to stay.”

Mom gave him a grateful smile. “Thank you, Liam, but you'll need the house for the new man. I'll have somewhere else to stay in a couple of weeks. I'm thinking of moving into town.”

“Don't rush things,” he advised.

“I won't. I just… well, I think it might be easier for me to be in a new place, a place that doesn't have so many memories.”

He put his arm around my mother and gave her a brief hug. “Okay.”

Mom said, “Thank you for the flowers. They're magnificent.”

Wellington Farm had sent a stand of flowers that took up a tenth of the room.

“I'll miss him too,” Liam said. “Not like you, I know, but I'll miss him.”

“I know you will,” Mom said softly.

Liam glanced over his shoulder. “There are people waiting to talk to you. Please remember, if you need anything at all, give me a call.”

“I'll remember,” my mother said.

I was talking to one of Mom's fellow teachers when a frisson of tension ran across the crowded room. I looked at the door and saw Andy Bartholomew come in. Involuntarily, I glanced toward Liam and so did everybody else in the room.

Liam totally ignored the man who was advancing into the room. Andy didn't look at anyone either as he crossed the carpet to us. He took Mom's hand in his and said how sorry he was. Then he took my hand as well.

It was a measure of the respect in which Daddy was held that Andy Bartholomew would come into a room where he must have known he would find Liam. He didn't stay and he only looked at Liam once. The bleakness on his face was chilling. Liam did not look back.

Toward the end of the evening I was standing alone when Senator Wellington came up to me. “How's the job going, Anne? Was it worth all those years in vet school? You could have become an M.D. more easily, I suspect.”

I forced a smile and looked up into the face of Liam's father. Laurence Wellington was almost as tall as Liam, but where Liam was black-haired, his father's hair was grayish-blond. He was serving his second term in Washington as Virginia's U.S. Senator and had all the easy charm of the southern aristocrat. I hadn't seen any sign of his wife, so I supposed she was getting cured again at the Betty Ford Clinic.

“I like it a lot,” I said. “It's what I always wanted to do.”

“One of these days you'll have to come and work here in Midville.”

Instead of responding to him, I said, “I hear Wellington's got a Derby horse this year.”

“Someday Soon certainly won the Florida Derby in convincing fashion. But you know Liam—he doesn't want to jinx the colt by talking about him too much.”

The senator sounded a little impatient. They had never gotten along very well. “It will be exciting if he makes it to the Derby,” I said. “It would do the breeding industry in Virginia a world of good to have a Virginia-bred win the Derby. And it would be great for the farm.”

“That it would be.”

A voice said, “Senator, I'd like to talk to you when you get a chance.”

I said, “Go ahead, Senator, I'm going to check on my mother.”

I went to stand at Mom's side and the senator gave his attention to Herbie Lowther, who probably wanted to talk to him about farming subsidies or something like that.

The following morning, Daddy's funeral was even more crowded than his wake had been. Senator Wellington had insisted on having the post-funeral luncheon, so after we left the cemetery we all met at Wellington.

Wellington, or the big house as we Fosters had always called it, stood imposingly behind a stone wall and a sweeping, park-like lawn dotted with large old trees. Long side wings and tall white pillars gave the pale gold house a classic southern colonial look. Personally, I had always thought it was the prettiest house in the world.

I hadn't been inside Wellington since I had left Midville for boarding school ten years ago, but the front hall looked exactly the same: spacious and wide and furnished with a glass-fronted bookcase, a marble-topped table containing a vase of fresh flowers and two Sheraton chairs.

The food was laid out in the dining room, another lofty, spacious room with an eighteenth-century four-pedestal Hepplewhite dining table and a sideboard, which was loaded with antique silver. Porcelain jars that had once belonged to Marie Antoinette adorned the mantel. I looked into the modern kitchen to thank Mary, the Wellington cook and housekeeper who had orchestrated the lavish spread of food.

I took a plate but I couldn't eat. I didn't feel like socializing, but then I didn't want to be left alone to think, either.

I felt a hand close over my elbow. “Come along, “ Liam said. “We'll go out to the porch.”

I dutifully followed him onto the huge front porch, the way I had followed after him for most of my early life. We set our plates on a table and sat down in two of the wicker chairs.

He said, “I thought that Nancy might want to move to Maryland to be near you.”

I shook my head. “She says she wants to stay in Midville. This is where her job and all her friends are. I think she's right. If she moved to Maryland she wouldn't know anybody, and I work long hours.”

“Well, if she won't move to Maryland, I think you should move back to Virginia. It isn't good for her to be alone.”

“Liam, Mom is a grown-up person. She has tons of friends and she's perfectly capable of living by herself. And besides Maryland is not that far away. I can easily come down here for weekends to visit, or she can come up to see me. So stop trying to make me feel guilty because I'm not moving home.”

He sighed. “I've missed you, Annie. I've missed my little sister. I guess I'm not just asking for Nancy, I'm asking for me too.”

I felt pain slice through me. If only he hadn't used the words “little sister, “ how happy I would be. I said flatly, “Well, it isn't going to happen.”

He scowled. “I never thought you'd turn into such a hard-hearted witch.”

My mouth dropped open. “I can't believe you just said that! Here I am, at my father's funeral, and you call me a hard-hearted witch?”

Color stained his cheeks and his blue eyes glittered. “Christ, Annie, I'm sorry. I don't know what came over me. “ He inhaled deeply. “It's just—I'm really upset at losing Pete this way. He was more of a father to me than mine ever was. I should never have said that to you. I'm sorry.”

Impulsively, I reached across the table and put my hand on his. The jolt of electricity was so powerful that my heart jumped. How could he not have felt it too?

I looked at him. He looked a little startled, that was all.

I snatched my hand away. “It's okay, “ I managed to get out. “I forgive you.”

He smiled at me. Whenever Liam smiled all my in-sides turned to goo. He stood up. “We should go back inside. People will be looking for you.”

At that moment Frank Michaelson, the owner of Pine Tree farm, came out. Next to Liam's splendid six foot three, he looked tiny. “There you are, Anne. I have to leave, but I wanted you to know that if there's anything I can do for your mother, please let me know.”

“Thank you, Mr. Michaelson.” I stood up to take his hand.

“Looks like you got yourself a Derby horse,” he said to Liam.

“Oh God, Frank, you know how it is. A horse's route to the Derby is so treacherous that I'm afraid to even think about it,” Liam replied.

“Ford's a good trainer. You have him in good hands.”

“I know.”

“All right. I'll stop talking about it. But I wish you luck.”

“Thanks,” Liam said.

As Frank went down the porch steps I said to Liam, “I'd better be getting back inside.”

“All right.”

As we passed through the door into the house, Liam put a brotherly hand on my shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Chin up, brat.”

All I could manage in reply was a nod.


CHAPTER 2

The house that had been home to me from the time I was six had originally been built to house the farm's overseer. It had been renovated in 1890 and then again in 1950, when the kitchen addition was put on. It had a center hall opening to porches on both ends. On the ground floor the parlor was on the left of the center hallway and the dining room was on the right. The kitchen was in the back. Upstairs there were three bedrooms.

It was a small house, but Mom loved it. All of the furnishings, with the exception of a grandfather clock, a painting of a horse and a few tables and chairs, belonged to her, and she had lovingly chosen each piece to go with the house's original woodwork. Daddy used to say she should change professions and become an interior decorator.

I was sitting in the April sunshine on the front porch having a cup of coffee when a dusty Jeep Cherokee stopped in front. As I watched, a blond-haired man got out and walked up to the porch.

“Kevin,” I said. “How good to see you.”

He came up the stairs and stooped to kiss my cheek. “I am so sorry, Anne. I wanted to get here for the funeral, but I got held up.”

“Would you like a cup of coffee?”

“I'd love coffee.”

“Wait here and I'll get it.”

When I came back with his coffee he asked about Mom.

“She went back to school this morning. She said it was better than just sitting around and thinking.”

He smiled at me. It was a powerful weapon, Kevin's smile. He had made a fortune out of it in the movies. “You look gorgeous. How long are you staying?”

“I've taken off for the month. I didn't want Mom to be alone.” I smiled wryly. “To tell the truth, I didn't want to be alone either.” I sipped my coffee. “Why are you here if you didn't come for Daddy's funeral?”

“I just finished a nonstop run of promoting my new movie—I had a spot on Jay Leno, which is why I couldn't get here for the funeral—and I thought I'd come home for a little break. I miss the peace of Wellington when I'm in L. A.”

Kevin was Liam's cousin, the son of Senator Wellington's brother. He had been brought up at Wellington because his parents had split and neither one of them had wanted custody of him. He and Liam were the same age—twenty-eight. I had known him since I was six, just as long as I had known Liam.

“Will Nancy be moving up to Maryland with you?” he asked.

“No, she says she wants to stay here. She has a lot of friends, and then there's her job at the school.”

He looked doubtful. “Will she be able to stay in this house?”

“No, she's talking about moving into town.”

“That might be better. She'll be less isolated.”

“Yes. There are too many memories of Daddy in this house. I think she'll be better off starting anew.”

His azure eyes looked sympathetic and he nodded. “How is your practice going, Anne? Do you like it?”

“It's long hours but I love it.”

“That's good. You look great. If you ever get tired of being a vet, I'm sure I could get you a job in the movies.”

I laughed. “I love being a vet, but thanks anyway.”

“You get that horse-whisperer thing from your father. He had a magic touch with them.”

“That's true.”

“It's going to be hard to replace him.”

I nodded. It was going to be impossible to replace him. “Do you get to do any riding?” he asked.

“Very little. I work too long hours to have my own horse.”

“I don't get much riding either. How about we go for a ride tomorrow morning? There are still a couple of hunters in the stable.”

“Clear it with Liam and I'd love to.”

He got to his feet and I followed. He was two inches shorter than Liam, but I still had to look up at him. With his blue eyes, blond hair and golden tan, he looked like a Viking. He was currently one of the hottest properties in Hollywood.

“I'll meet you at the barn at seven,” he said.

“Great,” I said.

He took my hand. “Give Nancy my condolences.”

“I will.”

He bent and this time he kissed my mouth. “I'll see you tomorrow.”

“Goodbye, Kevin,” I said, and took the coffee cups back into the empty house.

After I had washed the dishes, I decided to take a walk around the property and go to visit Thunderhead, Wellington Farm's premiere stallion, the sire of Derby hopeful, Someday Soon.

The graveled path took me through acres and acres of black oak-fenced grassy paddocks, populated mostly by horses.

It was one of the most beautiful sights on all the earth. There were the paddocks that belonged to the mares and their foals; the paddocks that were inhabited by the yearlings; those that held the two-year-olds; and finally the stallion paddocks. Close to the stallion paddocks was a large and airy shed which hosted “the most expensive thirty seconds in sports. ” It was the breeding shed.

Thunderhead was on the far side of his pasture, and I stood at the fence and watched as he assessed my arrival. He was a big boy, a grandson of Mr. Prospector, a perfectly balanced animal with a lovely head, a giant stride, long-sloping shoulders and powerful hindquarters. At the moment his glossy gray coat was somewhat spoiled by the dirt he had rolled in.

I watched him watching me, then I called his name. His ears flicked. Who was this stranger that knew his name?

He trotted toward me, stopped when he was about forty feet away, and glared. “Thunderhead,” I said. Liam had named him after the horse in Mary O'Hara's eponymous novel. He came a little closer, nostrils flaring. He was a little put out with me. This was his paddock, after all, and his farm, and who was I to intrude where I wasn't invited?

As a two-year-old Thunderhead had won three stakes races before an injury had caused Liam to retire him to stud. Last year his first crop of foals had been two-year-olds and they had done well at the races. Now his son, Someday Soon, was one of the favorites for the Derby. If he won, Thunderhead's reputation as a sire would be made. The stallion would be worth a fortune.

I watched him approach me, careful to keep my hands outside the fence. Stallions have a nasty habit of biting.

“You're gorgeous,” I told him in the soft, melodious voice I always used for horses.

His ears flicked back and forth.

I stood there talking to him and he listened. In the distance, a cloud of dust appeared on the road and both Thunderhead and I watched as the pickup truck went by the mare's pastures and headed in our direction. The truck pulled up and Liam got out, wearing jeans and a collared navy blue knit shirt.

“Visiting with Number-one Stud?” he asked.

“Yes. He looks marvelous, Liam.”

“One of his won the Fountain of Youth last year. And now Someday Soon is having this terrific season.”

“Storm Cat move over,” I said. At the moment, Storm Cat was the most popular and most expensive stallion standing at stud.

Liam leaned against the fence next to me. My heart beat a little faster. “I'll never get the money Storm Cat commands, not in Virginia, but if I could get even half it would be a salvation.”

I looked at Liam's profile and he turned and looked back at me. The sun shone on his black hair and his long black lashes made his eyes look deeply blue. “Salvation?” I said. “That's a strange word for you to use.”

His eyes looked bleak. “Things have changed around here since you left, Annie. For one thing, the stock market has crashed. Dad had a lot of money in bad stocks. For its entire existence, almost a century, the horse operation here at Wellington never had to worry about running at a profit. It was a gentlemen's avocation, propped up by private money—a small farm standing a few stallions and keeping a smallish number of quality mares. Since I've taken over, the horses have carried themselves, but Dad has always paid for the insurance and the upkeep of the farm buildings. Now it seems the money isn't there anymore.”

I blinked. “Is your father going to sell the farm, Liam?” I asked in a hushed voice.

A muscle twitched in his jaw. “It's not as bad as that. But he's told me that I'm going to have to lease the land from him to run my business. And I'm going to have to shoulder the entire expense of the horse business as well. So there's a lot riding on Someday Soon's success. If he wins the Derby, it should enable me to generate enough income in stud fees to pay Dad the lease money he needs. Otherwise, it's going to be tight.”

In the pasture, Thunderhead lowered his head and began to graze, all the while keeping one eye turned in our direction.

Liam looked out over the rolling hills, the large green fields with their run-in sheds, the graceful old trees. He said fiercely, “One day this place will be mine, and I'm not giving up the horses. I've worked too hard to build what I've got here.”

“You'll make it succeed, Liam. I know you will.”

His mouth softened and he smiled. “I've missed you, Annie. Your visits home from school were always so short.”

Liam's smile made Kevin's look dull. I didn't reply.

“How old are you now anyway?”

“I am twenty-six, Liam.”

He looked surprised. “Twenty-six. You mean little Annie is twenty-six already?”

“Little Annie is twenty-six, and you are twenty-eight. We're not children anymore, Liam.”

“Believe me, sweetie, I know that.” He looked at me. “But you don't look twenty-six. You still have those big brown eyes and that shiny brown ponytail that makes a guy just yearn to pull it.”

You look your age, I thought. He didn't from a distance, but close up I could see the fine lines at the corners of his eyes and his mouth. Well, Liam had known some hard times in his life, that was for sure.

I said, “I just saw Kevin.”

His face didn't change. “He must have gotten in after I left the house. Is he staying long?”

“I don't know. He said he was taking a break from promoting his new film. If it does as well as the last, he'll be in clover.”

“I wish I had some of his money.”

Deciding that we were boring, Thunderhead turned his back on us and continued to graze.

Liam reached out to tug my ponytail gently. Then he grinned. “I couldn't resist it. “ He straightened away from the fence. “We have a breeding session in an hour. I have to go see if the lady is ready. Can I give you a lift?”

“No, I'll walk. I'm reacquainting myself with the farm.”

“Okay.”

He got in his truck and drove away down the gravel road in a cloud of dust. I turned to look back at Thunder-head. Had I made a mistake in taking a month off from work so I could be here for Mom? After so many years of avoiding Wellington, of avoiding Liam, why would I do something so drastically different?

I knew the answer before I even asked the question. I had been in love with Liam since I was six years old. For ten years I had stayed away from him, hoping my feelings would run their course, like a virus eventually did. But it hadn't happened. I had dated other men, I had even come close to an engagement once, but in the end my feelings for Liam had always won out.

Absence hadn't worked; perhaps propinquity would. I had hero-worshipped Liam when I was a child. As an adult I would see him more clearly and, I was hoping, more objectively. I wanted, finally, to break the hold he had over me. I wanted to be free.

Or so I told myself as I leaned on the fence and watched Thunderhead pull up the green grass with his strong thoroughbred teeth.

That afternoon I took the car into town to pick up some supplies. Midville is in the heart of Virginia hunt country—there are nine separate hunts in the vicinity— and horses are everywhere on the landscape: in pastures; in horse trailers on the highway and back roads; on roadside signs. There are the restaurants with horsey-sounding names like the Coach Stop, the Jockey Club and the Horse and Hound. There's the tack shop right smack in the middle of Washington Street, the main street in town. There is a statue of a horse at the post office and horseshoes on the bathroom doors in the two local bars. There's an auto repair place called Auto Jockey. If you couldn't tell that Midville was horse country, you had to be blind.

I was in the Safeway, trying to decide if I wanted Tide or Cheer when a voice from behind me said, “Anne—is that you?”

I turned to find myself facing a red-haired young man in a suit. It was the hair that clued me in. “Justin,” I said. “How are you?”

Justin Summers smiled at me. “You look great. I heard you went to vet school.”

“I did. I'm working in Maryland now, but I'm home because of my father.”

“I was so sorry about your dad. Everyone in town loved him.”

My throat felt tight. “He was a good guy.”

“He was that.”

I managed a smile. “What are you doing here?”

“I'm just picking up some food for Lauren—my wife.”

“You're married. That's wonderful, Justin.”

“I'm married and I'm an attorney, working here in town.”

“Better and better,” I said.

“God,” he said. “Seeing you brings so much back.”

We were silent for a moment, each of us contemplating his words. “Any children?” I asked brightly.

“Not yet.”

We talked for a few more minutes, then Justin pushed his basket away and I decided to take the Cheer.

I drove home, put the groceries away, and went out to the front porch to wait for Mom. The April afternoon was warm and I could see the back part of the big house through the just-greening trees. My mind wandered back in time, and once again I was six years old and it was my first day at Wellington.

My father had been hired to break and train Wellington's yearlings, and I was trailing along after him as he walked to the farm's office building to report to Brady Fitzgerald, the farm manager.

We walked into a room filled with pictures of horses. The gray-haired man behind the desk was on the phone and he gestured my father to a seat and kept on talking. As my father sat down I looked at the black-haired boy who was sitting on an old sofa against the wall. He wore jeans and a T-shirt that said VIRGINIA IS FOR HORSE LOVERS.

“Hi,” he said. “Who are you.”

“I'm Anne. My Daddy is starting work here today.”

“Then he must be Pete Foster.”

I nodded.

“He's come to break and train our yearlings and two-year-olds.”

I nodded again.

He looked me over from my long brown braids to my well-worn jeans and sneakers. “Do you ride?”

I stared at him with as much astonishment as if he had asked me if I breathed. “Yes.”

“I don't mean can you sit on a horse. I mean can you ride? The kid who was here before you was afraid of horses.” He curled his lip in scorn.

He was the most self-possessed child I had ever met and he was starting to annoy me. I stuck my chin in the air. “You can ask my father if you like. He's the one who taught me.”

Mr. Fitzgerald had hung up the phone and now he and my dad were talking.

The black-haired boy said, “I own two ponies. Do you want to go for a ride with me?”

“Sure,” I answered recklessly.

“Ask your father.”

I waited until there was a break in the conversation before I said, “Daddy, can I go for a ride with this boy? He's got two ponies and he said I could ride one.”

Mr. Fitzgerald said, “I don't know if that's such a good idea. Liam is a Cossack with that pony of his.”

My father looked at the boy's proud face. “I don't believe we've met.”

“This is Liam Wellington, Pete. Lawrence's son.”

My father smiled at Liam. “He won't do anything that Anne can't do as well.”

Liam curled his lip once more.

My father said peaceably, “You wouldn't do anything that would get Anne hurt?”

“Of course not,” was the lofty response.

“All right, then, Anne. But don't be late for supper.”

The men went back to their conversation and I trailed Liam out of the room.

We went to the broodmare barn, which was laid out around three sides of a center courtyard. There was a statue of a horse in the middle. “Who is that?” I asked, looking at the bronze statue.

“That's On Course. He was bred here then he went to England and won the Epsom Derby. He also won the French Arc de Triomphe. He's the most famous of all Wellington's horses.”

“Have you ever won the Kentucky Derby?”

“No.” He gave me a burning look. “But we will someday.”

Two ponies were stabled in adjoining twelve-by-twelve stalls bedded deeply with hay. “Jake is my old pony; I'm too big for him now. You can ride him. I'll ride Tucker.”

I looked at Jake, a small roan pony, and he came over to the stall door to nicker at Liam.

Liam reached in his pocket for a horse treat and gave it to him. Jake inhaled it.

Liam said, “You can use my saddle. I'll ride bareback.”

I was only six but I knew this invitation to ride was a kind of a test. I knew it was important that I pass it if I ever wanted to ride with Liam again.

“I don't need a saddle,” I said. “I'll ride bareback too.”

He frowned and looked down on me from his superior height. “Are you sure? I promised your father you wouldn't get hurt.”

“I can ride anything,” I said recklessly. “Daddy says I'm a natural.”

His nostrils quivered. “We'll see about that.”

We went to the tack room for bridles, put them on the ponies and walked out into the sunshine. “I'll give you a leg up,” Liam said.

Once I was aboard, I watched him nonchalantly vault onto Tucker's back.

“Wow,” I said. “I'd like to learn that.”

He gave me a haughty look. “We'll see.”

I hated the words “we'll see.”

“We'll go through the woods and along Martin's Creek,” he said.

And so we did, coming out on a wide-open grassy field, where we had a gallop. Jake was a great little pony and did his level best to keep up with Tucker's longer stride.

When we reached the fence at the end of the field we pulled up, and Liam gave me a brilliant smile. “Hey. You really can ride.”

Even at six, his smile dazzled me. “I told you so.”

“You're okay, Annie. You're a peanut and a girl, but you're okay.”

I was thrilled at these words of praise, so thrilled that I didn't tell him not to call me Annie.

“The last kid who was here didn't even like horses,” Liam said. “Can you imagine?”

“No,” I replied honestly.

“He played video games all day.” This was said with scorn.

“I like video games,” I said.

“Of course you do. They're neat. But they're not as neat as horses.”

“Of course they're not.”

“Did you have a pony before you came here?”

“I learned to ride on one of the horses that ponies the racing horses. He was a quarter horse.”

“We have a few of those horses here. We train our own yearlings for the track right here on the farm, you know.”

“I know. That's why my dad has come here to work.”

“Are you going to go to school here in Midville?”

“Yes. I'm going to be in the first grade and my mom is going to teach at the high school. Do you go to school in Midville?”

“Yes. I'll go away to boarding school in another couple of years, but for now I'm in Midville. I'll be in the third grade.”

This seemed like a very elevated status to me. I said, “Wow. “ The ponies were walking steadily, their heads hanging down in front of them. “What is the school like? Are the teachers nice?”

“Yeah. It's okay. If you get Mrs. Morton you'll be lucky. She's very nice.”

“I hope I get her then.”

“If anyone gives you a problem, just tell me.” He sounded very lordly. “I'll take care of it for you.”

I was impressed. “Okay.”

A small smile curved my lips as I remembered that exchange, and it took me a moment to realize that my mother's car had pulled up to the porch.

“How did it go?” I asked as she came up the stairs with her arms full of books.

“All right. It was much better than just sitting home and thinking about how much I miss your father. Everyone at school has been very kind.”

I said, “I ran into Justin Summers in the Safeway this afternoon. He told me he's a lawyer in town.”

“Yes. He married Lauren Ames. Do you remember her?”

“Sure. She was in my class.”

My mother put her books on the table and one of the dogs from the big house came up the porch steps and curled up next to me. Four dogs lived on the farm: two coonhounds, a Springer spaniel and a black lab. They were out all day long but went inside to sleep at night.

“How about a cup of tea?” she asked me.

“Sit, I'll get it.”

I went into the kitchen, which had golden oak cabinets to the high ceiling and linoleum on the floor. I took two cups and saucers down from the cupboard over the sink and filled the kettle.

Daddy had loved a cup of tea in the afternoon.

I felt tears sting my eyes and a lump come into my throat. Guilt twisted in my heart. These last few years I had always managed to find a reason for not coming home. And now it was too late. Daddy was dead and I had last seen him six months ago.

“Oh Daddy,” I said. Tears streamed down my face. “Oh Daddy, I'm so sorry.”

I waited until I had regained my composure before I took the tea out to the porch to my mother.


CHAPTER 3

The following morning I met Kevin down at the barn and we saddled up the hunters and went for a ride. One of the coonhounds and the lab followed as we went along the barn roads between the paddocks and into a wooded area. There was a trail through the woods that led to Martin's Creek, which we could ford and go onto the trails that ran through the Stanley property next door.

There had been heavy rains in the area the previous week but this morning was bright with April sunshine and wildflowers. I inhaled deeply and smiled. It was grand to be out on a horse again.

I quizzed Kevin about his girlfriends as we rode along. “Haven't you and Julia Monroe been a big item for awhile?”

“Actually, Julia and I have just broken up, which is one of the reasons I've sought shelter here at Wellington,” he said humorously. “The press wants to know all the lurid details and I want to be let alone.”

“I understand perfectly,” I said sympathetically. “It must be horrible, having people peering into your private life all the time.”

“It's not fun, but it comes with the territory. Usually I can handle it. But right now, I'm tired and I just don't have the energy to cope.”

I said positively, “Wellington will heal you.”

He nodded. “That's what I was hoping.”

I changed the subject. “Do I look all grown up to you, Kevin?”

He replied emphatically, “You most certainly do.”

“Liam still calls me ‘brat’.”

“Liam still sees you as his little sister—poor, blind fool that he is.”

I was silent and all we heard was the birds calling in the trees and the steady thud of the horse's shod feet on the dirt path. I said, “Do you think of me as your little sister?”

“Definitely not.”

We came out of the tree cover and into a patch of sunshine. I turned to look at Kevin. His blond hair was haloed by the sun and his azure eyes contrasted stunningly with his tan. He really was gorgeous. He said, “You were such a skinny little thing. If I'd known what a beauty you'd turn into, I would never have wasted my time with Leslie that summer.”

Leslie. The name had been spoken—and so casually too.

“She's never been found,” I said.

“She's dead,” he said flatly. “We may not have a body, but she's dead. Andy may try to keep up the fiction that she's still alive, but I think in his heart he knows she's dead.”

A hawk sailed across the sky in front of us and I said, “It's hard to have closure without a body.”

“True.”

“Were you in love with her, Kevin?”

He shrugged. “We all were, Liam, Justin and me. She was so absolutely gorgeous.”

I looked straight ahead as I confessed, “I always felt like an ugly duckling next to her. She was so sophisticated. And spoiled.”

We were walking quietly in the peaceful early sunlight and our voices were quiet. Kevin said, “When you're the adored only daughter of rich parents, and you look like Leslie did, it's very hard not to be spoiled.”

I said somberly, “I hated her. I was glad when she disappeared. Isn't that horrible?”

“Horrible but understandable. She had Liam in her toils that summer, as well as Justin and me.”

I remembered the scene in the funeral home. “Does Andy really still blame Liam?”

“Yes. Remember, the murder weapon—if there was a murder, that is—was Liam's baseball bat.”

My voice grew slightly louder. “Anyone could have picked up that bat. It was lying around in the summer-house with a lot of other game equipment.”

“Which is exactly why the police didn't arrest him.”

“I think it's unfair of Andy to blame Liam.”

There was a long silence as the horses walked quietly forward. Kevin said, “I have a suggestion, Anne.”

I turned my head to look at him. “What?”

“While you're waiting for Liam to notice you, how about trying to notice me?”

I looked at him uncertainly. He wasn't smiling.

I said, “I've always noticed you, Kevin.”

He shook his blond head. “No. The only male you ever really saw was Liam. But that was when you were a child, Anne. You're all grown up now. It's time to put aside childish things.”

“I know,” I returned truthfully. “It's one of the reasons I'm staying at Wellington for a month. I've decided that I need to exorcize Liam from my life, and I've come home to do it.”

He smiled his famous smile. “Good girl. So how about dinner tonight?”

I shook my head. “I don't want to leave Mom alone.”

“She can come too.”

I thought that was very nice of him. “That would be lovely.”

“Great. I'll pick you up at seven.”

My horse switched his tail in annoyance. A fly was bothering him.

I said, “This is a good place to trot.”

“Okay.” He started off and my horse followed.

We said very little until we were back at the barn and had turned the horses over to grooms to be untacked and brushed. Then Kevin smiled at me. “I'll see you and Nancy at seven.”

“Great,” I returned. He left the barn to return to the house and I turned to help out with the grooming.

I was eating my lunch on the front porch when Liam appeared. “Mind if I join you?” he asked and sat down without waiting for a response.

“Would you like a turkey sandwich?” I asked.

“A turkey sandwich would be great. I haven't even had a second cup of coffee today.”

“I can make coffee if you want some.”

“Annie, you're a lifesaver.”

I said lightly, “That's what I was trained to be.”

When I returned to the porch he was scratching behind Freddy's ears, the coonhound's eyes closed in bliss. I stopped for a moment inside the screen and looked at Liam's unguarded face.

He wasn't a beautiful man, like Kevin was. For one thing, his nose was too arrogant. Except for the blue eyes, he looked like one of those haughty Spanish aristocrats that Velasquez painted. In repose, his mouth looked stern. All of this changed, however, the moment he smiled.

When he saw me in the doorway with my hands full, he got up to hold the screen open. I set his turkey sandwich in front of him and poured him a mugful of coffee.

He took a long drink, like an alcoholic after a dry spell. Then he put the mug down and said to me, “I came because I have a red-bag pregnancy. It's My Ebony. Do you think you could monitor her? We're going to have to administer oxygen to the foal.”

A red-bag pregnancy occurred when the placenta separated from the foal before birth, leaving the baby open to asphyxiation.

“Did you have an ultrasound?” I asked.

“Yes and it showed the placenta beginning to separate. I don't want to lose this foal, Annie. Thunderhead is the sire and I think he'll make a very nice match for My Ebony.”

“You haven't moved her to the clinic?”

“No. I think it's best for foals to be born at home. Their immune systems are already programmed for the farm where their mother lives.”

“You have the oxygen?”

“Yes.” He took a bite of his sandwich.

“Okay. I'll look in on her.”

“Thanks.” He looked at me speculatively.

“Is there something else?”

“I have twenty yearlings to get ready for the July Keeneland sale and nobody to break them.”

“You're going to have to hire someone to replace Daddy.”

“I know that, but their training should begin now. Do you think you might help out? You have your father's gift with horses.”

I replied immediately. “Of course I'll help out, Liam.”

He gave me the smile that I found far more devastating than Kevin's. “Thanks, Annie.”

I cleared my throat. “So tell me about Someday Soon.”

“God, Annie. I'm so scared. He looks so good and I'm afraid to hope.”

“I saw the Florida Derby on TV.”

“I was there and my heart was in my throat. Did you see the finish he put on?”

“Yes, he was magnificent. What was he, nine horses back?”

“He was ten back and twenty lengths off the pace. He put in a stupendous finish. He made the other horses look like they were standing still.”

I had brought out a carafe filled with coffee and he poured himself another cup. “John is going to run him in the Wood Memorial in New York next week. That will be his prep race for the Derby.”

“Who are his chief competitors?”

“Bob Baffert has a horse in the Wood, Honor Bright. He's owned by the Dubai sheikhs and I think he'll be our main competition.”

“Are you going to New York for the Wood?”

“No. I went to Florida for the Derby, but there's too much going on here right now. I have mares booked to Thunderhead almost every day from now through the beginning of May.”

“Wow. That's great.”

“Yeah. We got a rush of bookings after Someday Soon won the Florida Derby. People are trying to get in early on his daddy before the price goes up.”

We sat for another half an hour, talking about the farm, about my practice, about my experiences in vet school. It had always been easy to talk to Liam. He really listened.

When he got to his feet to go, I stood up as well. He said suddenly, “My mother is coming home.”

“That's nice,” I said neutrally. Liam had been his mother's champion against his father his entire life.

“She's been at that rehab center in New Canaan.”

So I hadn't been too far wrong.

“I hope to God Dad gets rid of his latest bimbo,” Liam said savagely. “That's what drives her to drink like she does—his constant infidelities.”

I thought that the senator's infidelities were certainly a part of the drinking, but there had to be something more. I mean, Mrs. Wellington always had the option to leave him if his infidelities were so destructive to her psyche.

Prudently, I did not share my thoughts with Liam.

We talked for a little bit longer and then Liam pushed his chair into the table. “It was great talking to you again,” he said. “I've missed my Annie.” He bent and kissed my cheek. “Thanks for the lunch, brat.” And he was on his way.

After I had washed and put away the lunch dishes, I decided to take a drive over to the cemetery to visit Daddy's grave. No tombstone had been put in place as yet; it was just a hole in the ground filled in with dirt.

I cried and when I had pulled myself together I drove into town to get an ice cream. There was a line and I noticed Justin Summers standing in front of me. He got his ice cream and went to sit at a picnic bench under the trees. When I got my ice cream, I joined him.

“Where'd you get your law degree?” I asked him as we licked our cones.

“Same place where I went to college: UVA. I got a partial scholarship and took a loan out for the rest of it. I didn't have any loans from college thanks to my football scholarship.”

Justin had been the star quarterback of Midville's state-winning team ten years ago.

“Did you have any offers to go pro?”

“I have a bum knee, Anne. I wouldn't last a week in the NFL.”

“You're better off as a lawyer. I read an article that said football players have abbreviated life spans.”

“I've never regretted my career choice. When I got out of law school, Mr. Benson took me into his practice. He said he'd make me a partner when I turn thirty.”

“That's great.”

“I think so. I'm happy.”

“Did you know that Kevin is home?”

“No. Kevin and I don't exactly correspond.”

“Do you keep in touch with Liam?”

“No. After the case was over, we didn't really want to spend much time together.”

“Is the case over? Was it officially closed?”

“No. Technically it's still open, but it's been put in the cold case category. The only thing that might make the police open it is if someone found Leslie's body. Which is unlikely after all this time.”

“You're sure she was killed, then?”

He licked a drop from the side of his cone. “They found a baseball bat with her blood on it. Yes, I think she was killed.”

“I think so too. I just can't imagine you or Kevin or Liam doing it.” I took a bite of my own cone. “Someone else must have killed her and disposed of the body.”

Justin raised his eyebrows. “Why are we talking about this?”

I sighed. “I don't know. Coming home like this, with time on my hands, it just keeps coming back to me. My mother and father hustled me off to boarding school right after it happened, so I missed the investigation.”

“It was pretty awful. The police practically said that it was Liam or Kevin or me. They just didn't have any proof. So now the three of us have to go through life wondering if people think we are killers.”

I nibbled on the edge of my cone. “If you feel like that I would have thought you'd leave town and not come back to practice.”

He wiped some ice cream off his mouth with a napkin. “Mr. Benson made me such a good offer, and then there was Lauren. All of her friends are in this area. She didn't want to move.”

“I imagine it's pretty well forgotten by now.”

“It is. But every time I see Kevin or Liam, I think about it. Someone killed her, Anne. She didn't run away—not Leslie.”

A little drip of ice cream fell onto my hand and I licked it off. Justin finished his cone, smiled and said, “It was nice talking to you, Anne.”

“It was nice talking to you too.” I watched as Justin went off to his car.

I drove back home, still thinking about Justin. He really had had a fantastic high-school career. What Bruce Springsteen would call the “glory days.” I bet a lot of my contemporaries used him as their lawyer. They'd figure he had to be good at the law, he was so good at everything else.

I had been a lowly sophomore when Justin was a senior, and the only reason he knew me was because I had sometimes been included in the circle that had formed around Leslie the summer after her graduation. I remembered how Liam and Kevin had come home from their boarding school, full of excitement from graduation and anticipation at entering the University of Virginia in the fall. It hadn't taken long for them to meet Leslie.
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