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			Amanda hesitated before picking up the Emmy. But starting today, her life would be intertwined with Grady Brunswick’s, so what was the harm? Besides, if he didn’t want people touching the thing, he should lock it up. After all, her clients loved to see her grand prix jumping trophies. What did he expect with a freaking Emmy?

			She held the golden lady while standing in a round room in the actor’s gargantuan log home in Aspen. The room interrupted a hallway—on a blueprint it would strongly resemble a chubby piglet being swallowed by a python. Curving blond-wood walls cradled glass shelves that held glittering trophies. Late-morning May sun blasted the room through a skylight. The air smelled vaguely of Windex.

			Amanda hadn’t expected the thing to be so heavy. She ran a forefinger over letters engraved on cool metal and wondered if an Olympic medal would shine like this, if the gold would feel like this. She hoped to find out someday.

			“Don’t tell me I missed the speech!”

			Grady Brunswick’s familiar, sonorous, decidedly masculine voice was behind her. The mere sound of it made women across the globe collectively tingle, and she was hearing it firsthand, not in surround sound at a multiplex.

			She whirled and almost dropped the figure. Eyes wide, mouth open, she was paralyzed and mute.

			The in-person Grady Brunswick was both taller and better looking than the movie Grady Brunswick. And the movie Grady Brunswick was extraordinarily good-looking. He leaned his lanky six-two frame against the doorjamb—arms crossed, relaxed as anything—and looked casually elegant in a light-blue shirt and jeans. The same sunbeam that lit the trophies gleamed on his thick, dark-brown hair. Did he pay it to shine on him? There was no hint of the alcoholic, cocaine-snorting, thirty-five-year-old womanizer the tabloids loved.

			He continued, looking amused. “Because usually people thank the academy and say the cast was like family. Which was true on that show”—he nodded toward the Emmy—“if by family you mean the Mansons.” And he grinned, causing a shimmer of warmth in her belly.

			Just then, an eleven-year-old girl with scrambling, coltish legs, a dark ponytail, and squeaking sneakers burst into the room. She aimed an absurdly large water gun at Amanda, grinned . . . and fired.

			A fat rope of icy water slammed into Amanda’s breastbone and drenched her face, hair, arms, and shirt.

			With a gasp, she dropped the statuette.

			On her foot.

			Through a massive act of self-discipline, she kept quiet. The statuette did not. As the base struck the gleaming wood floor, the surprisingly loud thud reverberated through the room.

			Amanda watched as the award bounced into a crazy triple backflip. The miniature woman released the atom she had been holding aloft for God only knew how long. The atom celebrated its freedom by rolling in slow motion across the room, clunking along the wood floor, stopping only when it met Grady Brunswick’s expensively loafered foot. He looked at it with mild interest.

			Amanda felt her mouth gape open and shut, not unlike a trout’s.

			She had broken Grady Brunswick’s Emmy.

			The girl, who Amanda surmised must be his oldest daughter, stared at her.

			“Wow,” the girl said. “You’re in deep shit.”

			Amanda’s voice sprang into action. “Me? You shouldn’t have been—” Wow. She was thirty-two, but had just lowered herself to the level of a sixth grader, and in front of her new movie-star boss.

			Grady said, “Solstice. Watch the language.”

			“Whatever, Dad.”

			“Tell Jacqueline what happened so she can have it cleaned up.”

			Solstice shot her father a look, hissed dismissively, then stomped across the small round room and down the hallway opposite Grady.

			“At least I didn’t bust your stupid Emmy!” she called.

			Adrenaline whooshed through Amanda and made her forget that her foot felt like the business end of a tiki torch. Where was the reprimand? If she had a daughter who had soaked a total stranger and then said something rude, Amanda would’ve come down like the Old Testament. Obviously Grady Brunswick was a celebrity daddy who thought his child shouldn’t be disciplined.

			Great. Three months of this. Surely she could handle the darling for three lousy months. For now, though, she’d better make amends to her new boss, and quickly.

			Then the pain roared back, hip-checking those thoughts out of her head and making her eyes water, but the movie star would never know because her face was dripping wet. She winced and squared her shoulders. “I’m sorry about the Emmy. I’ll pay for it. You can take it out of my salary.”

			The action hero wrinkled his brow. “Don’t worry about it—I always suspected it was defective anyway. And you work for me? Did my manager hire you to align my cufflinks? Warm my socks? Polish my M&Ms?”

			Amanda was having trouble remembering he was an indulgent, chronically entitled, obnoxious rich person because his charm had stepped in.

			She almost smiled, but was too surprised. “I’m your new riding instructor.”

			“Ah.” He looked at her, tilted his head, and narrowed his eyes. “Why don’t I find you a towel?” His voice was low and warm. Like heated molasses.

			She shook her head. Droplets of water flew from her rapidly—and probably unattractively—curling brown hair.

			“No! I’m fine. It was nothing.”

			“No offense, but you look like . . . well . . . a muskrat. Sorry about that. She must’ve thought you were her sister.”

			“The eight-year-old? Is she an Amazon?” Probably not the best thing to say, but hadn’t he just called her a muskrat?

			He smiled, and even through the pain Amanda could see why the camera loved him. His gaze traveled down her body to her sandaled foot, and his eyebrows slammed together.

			“You dropped that thing on your foot?”

			“It’s nothing.”

			“It’s seven pounds! It’s like dropping a canned ham!”

			“I’m fine, really.” She looked at her foot and saw that a lump the size and color of a cherry tomato had formed on her instep, along with a trickle of blood where the atom-toting woman had stabbed her. She bent to get the trophy.

			“No need,” he said, and she straightened. “Here.” He took her elbow, nudging the gold atom so it rolled with a quiet rumble and clunked into the wall. “Let’s find you a seat. Besides,” he said as he looked around, “if Solstice comes back, we’re sitting ducks.”

			Grady Brunswick was touching her elbow! Don’t be starstruck don’t be starstruck don’t be starstruck. She tried not to limp, but her foot was burning. Mmm, he smelled like clean laundry.

			Her heel skidded on the wet floor and her upper arm pressed into his solid, warm side.

			“Easy,” he said.

			She could balance on two little stirrups when jumping a hot horse over a five-foot fence, but walking in a movie star’s mansion, she wobbled.

			He led her to a small couch in a nearby guest bedroom.

			“Put your foot up.” She did, holding her breath to ease the pain. “I’ll get Jacqueline.” He pronounced his assistant’s name in perfect French, then looked at Amanda. “I’m Grady, by the way.” He offered his hand. His grip was warm and solid. He was looking at her. Expectantly. “And you are?”

			“Mortified. But my name’s Amanda Vogel.”

			He smiled, tilted his head back for an instant and laughed. His eyes crinkled when he laughed. “Nice to meet you, Amanda Vogel. Be right back.” He took a second to dazzle her with a smile. Then long strides carried him out of sight.

			Oh, God. He was going to fire her before she even started. She just had to pick up his Emmy and break it. This was the second-worst day of her life. “I can’t get fired,” she said to herself. “I can’t lose this job.” She wondered how much a new Emmy cost and where the hell she could find one. Then she thought of her minuscule checking-account balance and her foot seemed to throb harder. Apparently it understood economics.

			Minutes later Grady returned with a bath towel, a glass of water, two ibuprofen tablets, a bag of frozen peas wrapped in a dish towel, an antiseptic pad in foil packaging, a Band-Aid, and a person Amanda remembered was Jacqueline Heinrich.

			A thoroughbred of a woman, Jacqueline had an aristocratic face with a smooth forehead that was currently furrowed. Her flawless skin was the color of coffee with cream, and her lilting French accent and honey-smooth voice both commanded attention and put listeners at ease. Amanda had liked and respected her during the initial interview several weeks ago, and had been on her best behavior in Jacqueline’s company since arriving at the estate fifteen minutes earlier.

			Noting the pain-relieving accoutrements, Amanda said, “That’s not necessary. Really. I’m fine.”

			“We imported you from Florida,” he said. “You’re too valuable to be limping around the place. Here.” He handed her the antiseptic pad, and she swabbed her wound. He gave her the Band-Aid, which she smoothed on. She took the pills and drank the entire glass of water. He gently draped the bag of frozen peas over her instep.

			“Thank you.” Amanda squeezed water from her hair with the towel. “And I’m so sorry. I don’t usually—”

			“My daughter shouldn’t have power-washed you.”

			“Not that water gun in the house again!” Jacqueline said.

			“She’s a good shot,” Amanda said, and blotted her face and arms.

			Grady raised his eyebrows and nodded slightly. “Should be. She trained at Quantico.”

			Amanda couldn’t help but smile.

			“You got lost on your way from the bathroom?” Jacqueline asked Amanda.

			Grady turned to Amanda. “Lots of people get lost here. There are probably a few still wandering around from last summer.”

			“But Grady, that Emmy was for Brennan and Blake—,” Jacqueline started.

			“Jacqueline, don’t worry about it. It’s insured for damage caused by Floridian riding instructors startled by water guns.” He smiled at Amanda and a few endorphins danced in her brain.

			“Very well,” Jacqueline said, in a tone that said she was, indeed, going to worry about it, and Amanda would, too, if she had any sense.

			Grady glanced at a watch worth as much as first prize in a major jumping competition. “I have a call. See you later,” he said to Jacqueline. He nodded at Amanda. “Welcome to Aspen Creek. See you ’round . . . Mortified.” He grinned, winked, and left.

			Amanda felt like she was in the principal’s office, even though the principal was close to her age. Jacqueline regarded her frozen-vegetable-blanketed foot. “I suppose we can talk here for a time until your foot feels better. Now then, you will report to me. You are not to bother Mr. Brunswick—he chose Aspen because there are many celebrities here and the town is accustomed to them. If you have questions, you are to ask me. Understood?”

			“Yes.”

			“Your contract begins today and ends Labor Day. I will gather the tax forms and bring them here. Do not get up.” Jacqueline rose. “And, please, be careful. That Emmy was his first major award.” Amanda let out a long sigh as she watched Jacqueline leave.

			Ten minutes later, paperwork completed, Jacqueline escorted Amanda through the house. Carrying her damp dishtowel and bag of peas, Amanda limped through a maze of hallways and onto a vast patio of native red stone. She took in a pool, hot tub, waterfall, fire pit, outdoor kitchen, large dining table, and sturdy, expensive wood furniture with fat cushions arranged in several conversation clusters. Impressive, yes, but nothing compared to the view of the Elk Mountains in the distance.

			Jacqueline spoke. “The property encompasses approximately one thousand acres. You are free to go anywhere on the estate. The house is off limits unless you are invited or escorted. Understood?”

			“Absolutely,” Amanda said, trying to sound reliable. Like someone who wouldn’t drop Emmy awards. And would get daily invitations to the mansion for the rest of the summer.
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			While Amanda hobbled through the grand tour, Grady took a call with his publicists about the upcoming release of his latest film, Deadly Horizon, and absently doodled “muskrat” on an envelope. What had possessed him to call her a muskrat? Wasn’t he Mr. Charm? Then he leaned back in the ergonomic chair at his large antique desk, tossing and catching a baseball autographed by Babe Ruth.

			He had said he wanted to be more “hands on” this summer. He wanted to conference in on meetings. Ha! He listened as his “people”—he hated that term—debated the merits of granting an interview to Rolling Stone. He hated this. He wanted to act and only act, to make movies, but this summer was going to not only be about Deadly Horizon, but would be his Summer of Broadening Horizons. He was going to learn other aspects of the business. He was going to become well-rounded and well-versed. He was going to be more like Tom Hanks or Robert Redford.

			He was also going to spend time with his daughters, even though the prospect terrified him. Why did Annie have to die and leave him with two girls? When he really thought about it—and he tried not to—he loved his daughters, but he didn’t always like them. But he was going to take care of that this summer.

			And, he hoped, his lawyers would soon take care of the paternity suit he’d been fighting. He knew he was in the clear, and a DNA test would prove it, but that hadn’t stopped the woman from dragging him through expensive legal hoops. She was obviously a career celebrity trapper, since this was her third paternity suit aimed at a famous man. It was another reason he’d come to Aspen Creek, to escape both the publicity and the woman, who’d started showing up at Hollywood restaurants he frequented or at red-carpet events he had to attend.

			Coming here felt like having a film green-lighted at every step. He’d always wanted a mountain home, and his real estate agent thought Aspen would be perfect for an actor from the California suburbs who didn’t want to be too far from a good restaurant, but didn’t want to fight paparazzi or starstruck locals at every turn. The house had popped up quickly, and he’d loved it the moment he’d seen it. He’d thrilled the girls when he’d told them he’d build a barn and buy horses. This Brunswick Family Summer of Love was meant to be.

			In the meantime, he had this riding instructor to consider. She fascinated him. She had caught him off guard, and that’s why he had called her a muskrat. Yes, that was it, or at least what he was going to tell himself. She’d been so flustered, he’d wanted to mitigate the tension by making her laugh, but instead had insulted her. He was good at putting people at ease—what had happened?

			She was pretty; that’s what had happened. Beautiful, actually. And earnest. And nervous. And his manners-averse daughter had behaved badly and drenched the poor thing. He’d had an urge to wrap the woman in a towel and hold her, which astounded him. Women came on to him, not the other way around. Even weirder, the feeling wasn’t sexual—although his hormones had certainly taken note when he’d seen her. He wanted to take care of this woman who had been injured in his home because of his poorly raised daughter.

			And something about the riding instructor’s face was unusual, but what?

			“Aha!” he said, and whoever was talking stopped.

			“What is it, Grady?”

			“Nothing.” The conversation continued.

			But he had figured it out—no makeup. Unusual for women in his circle, but Amanda easily got away with it, and it went with her outdoorsy job. She had this smooth skin, and there was something about her eyes. And before she knew he was in the doorway, he’d had a chance to view her from behind. A nicely rounded bottom. Trim little waist. Tanned, toned arms. Long wavy hair that he wanted to wind his fingers through while he kissed her. Where had that come from?

			He shook his head to erase the unwelcome thoughts. But if she taught riding as well as she looked, he had two lucky little girls on his hands.

			And he had three months to make up for “muskrat.” Besides, if she was like the other women on Jacqueline’s staff, he’d see her again, and often. She’d make excuses to pass by his office and peer in while he was reading scripts, stroll through the kitchen while he ate breakfast, or even—as one bold au pair had done—march to the pool where he was doing laps, drop her towel, and jump in naked.

			But he sensed she wasn’t at all like those women. She was another creature entirely.
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			Amanda and Jacqueline took the stone path to the paved driveway, a strip of colorful flowers lining both sides of the drive. The house and the scenery wowed Amanda, as did the dry air, scented with pine, soil, and green plants. Though the sun was strong, unlike Florida’s, Aspen air wasn’t chewable with humidity.

			Jacqueline looked at the blossoms fondly. “These are mine.”

			“They’re beautiful.” Blooms, mostly petunias, filled every inch of soil. “I don’t garden, but I know it’s a lot of work.”

			“Yes, but I love it. Please see that the horses stay out of my flower beds.”

			Jacqueline’s gaze shifted to a black SUV near the house. A blond pixie of seven or eight stood in front of the car and stared at the hood. “This cannot be good,” Jacqueline said, and strode toward the girl. Amanda limped after Jacqueline as fast as she could. As far as she could tell, at least this Brunswick wasn’t armed.

			“Wave, what do you think you are doing?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Wave! You are to clean this up immediately.”

			Amanda finally arrived at the SUV, a BMW that looked new except for the neon-yellow squiggles of acrylic paint sitting on the hood, baking into permanent—though terribly designed—spoilers.

			“You are to clean this up immediately,” Jacqueline repeated.

			“Screw you,” Wave said.

			Amanda felt her mouth gape. If she didn’t have to teach these kids, she would have been fascinated by their language. Pure sewer. She wondered if they smoked cigars and drank tequila in their off-hours, when they weren’t blasting strangers with water guns or damaging expensive vehicles.

			“You’re not the boss of me when my daddy’s home.”

			“We shall see about that, young lady. Say hello to Miss Vogel, your new riding instructor.”

			Amanda smiled and extended her hand. “Hi, Wave. Nice to meet you.”

			The slight girl regarded her with her father’s blue eyes from under a thicket of blond lashes. “I hate horses! They’re stupid! And you’re ugly!”

			What a charmer. “Then you don’t have to ride,” Amanda said mildly and dropped her hand to her side.

			“You broke my daddy’s favorite reward.”

			More charm. “I hope you’ll change your mind about riding.” She smiled sweetly. “I bet you’d be good at it. You have rider’s legs.”

			Amanda saw a flicker of interest on the delicate, lightly freckled face. “I do?” Then the glower returned as she said, “If I wanted to, I’d be good.”

			“You think so?” Amanda threw down a gauntlet.

			“Inside,” Jacqueline said. “Now.”

			Demon Seed Number Two stared at Jacqueline, squinted and slid her eyes to the side, picked up the paint tube, and squirted a yellow worm in a perfect arc that landed on the thigh of Amanda’s jeans.

			“Score!” screeched the girl, then ran into the house, laughing.

			Amanda scraped the glob as best she could with her fingers. Jacqueline turned to her. “They are not usually this bad. I believe they are—how do you call it?—acting out because you are new.” She sighed. “But I would not be telling the truth if I told you they were angels at other times. I will show you the barn. There are paper towels there. I will find some paint solvent for you.”
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			The log barn was set on a slight hill from the house, as though it had once been attached but had succumbed to gravity. Echoing the architecture of the mansion, it was easily one of the most stunning barns Amanda had ever seen. Bright and cheery, it had ten roomy box stalls, skylights, a large tack room, flower boxes brimming with red geraniums, and a weather vane shaped like a clapperboard used in film, a nod to the industry that had paid for every board and nail.

			Stalls opened into runs, which opened to a small enclosure, which opened to a huge irrigated pasture. Standing in the wide aisle, Amanda listened to Jacqueline and breathed the smells she loved—horses, hay, droppings, and, in this barn, new wood.

			Despite the aesthetics, Amanda spotted problems. The wrought-iron chandeliers would have been harmlessly superfluous if they weren’t so low—they would clobber a rearing horse. Elaborate, rustic sconces between the stalls waited to claim an eye. There was no grooming stall or wash stall—not dangerous, but inconvenient.

			But the worst sin by far was the ice-slick varnished cement floor. It belonged in a Manhattan loft, not a working barn.

			“This floor is terrible.”

			Jacqueline looked at her sharply.

			“I’m sorry,” Amanda said when she realized how she must sound during her first day. “I don’t mean to be a pain, but glazed concrete is slippery. I’m not comfortable letting the girls handle horses in here.”

			“This barn was carefully designed.”

			“And much of it is perfect. But the floor . . .”

			They passed through the big sliding door at the far end of the barn and down the short path to the large rectangular riding ring. It had white fencing and expensive, high-tech footing. The place was a curious combination of the best and the worst, with no middle ground. Gorgeous footing in the ring, a horrific floor in the barn.

			“Where are the horses?”

			“In the pasture. The binder in the tack room has all the details and their pedigree papers.”

			Jacqueline showed Amanda the one-bedroom apartment in the barn, atop a stairway about halfway down the aisle. It was small, but after two nights of sleeping in her truck on the drive from Ocala, it felt palatial. Plus, she liked falling asleep to the sounds of a barn and being close by if something went wrong.

			Because with horses, something always went wrong.
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			At three thirty, Amanda lured the two beautifully proportioned geldings from the pasture to the barn, fed them, and checked the automatic waterers. Everything was in order, so she showered, changed, and went to the house.

			Harris Stembridge, the Brunswicks’ model-handsome chef, made Amanda a lobster quesadilla. She sat at the island in the efficiently designed kitchen, loaded with counter space and professional appliances, propped her injured foot on a stool, and draped her new friend, the bag of frozen peas, over it. Harris stood facing her, his tanned face relaxed as he chopped red peppers with precise, metronome-steady strokes. A single strand of wheat-colored hair fell across his smooth brow.

			Sipping a crisp Riesling that complemented the quesadilla, she asked, “How did you end up with this job?”

			He looked at her with mischievous, tropical-ocean-blue eyes. “You mean, besides Grady’s extraordinary good luck?” He smiled, deepening his dimples. “Weeeell . . .”—he drew out the word—“about twelve years ago, right after we graduated from Stanford—Grady with honors—Captain Hollywood and I were roommates in LA, trying to be actors. He made it in a disgustingly short amount of time; I kept waiting tables and hanging out in the kitchens. But if I had to choose between making a soufflé and auditioning, the eggs won every time. I went to cooking school and became a chef to the stars. That boy begged me to come here for the summer. I think he was afraid he’d be bored, since God forbid he ever take a day off. Our little Adonis is a workaholic.”

			“That’s nice for you both.”

			“He is getting such the better deal. I am a fabulous cook.”

			“You are.” She waved her fork, the last bite of quesadilla impaled on its tines. “This is amazing.”

			“Thanks.” He tilted his head and examined her face. “You have beautiful skin. What do you use? Laura Mercier? Prescriptives? Chanel?”

			“Uh . . . soap?”

			“Oh, honey. We need to talk. You’ll dry out like beef jerky in this mountain air.”

			“I welcome your advice.” She was more at ease now that she knew for sure he was gay—no straight man could list skin-care lines that effortlessly. And the only concern a straight man would have about her skin would be how to see more of it.

			“What about the daughters?” she asked.

			“They can’t cook. They don’t even have an Easy Bake Oven.”

			“What I meant was, they’re not exactly . . . ”

			“Housebroken? They were in rare form today. Consider yourself lucky, Bo Peep—sometimes Solstice loads that gun with gravy. From a jar.” He shuddered on the last word, as though store-bought gravy was the real crime.

			“Do they even like horses?”

			“They begged for horses for months. Grady caved, as usual.” Harris moved on to onions.

			“Caved?”

			“The poor lamb chop has been on a major guilt trip since his wife died. He works so much, he barely sees them, so when he does, he tries to make it Christmas morning, Disney World, and a box of baby bunnies all in one. So they’re the teensiest bit spoiled, as you saw today. In fact, if I were you,” he said as he leaned toward her, “I wouldn’t let them near the whips.” He looked at her with a demonic gleam in his sea-blue eyes. “But if you have an extra pair of chaps, I might be interested.”

			“You know . . . some people wear them over jeans.”

			“Savages!” He grinned, and so did she.

			Sobering, she said, “How sad that their mother died.”

			“Brunzy keeps hiring nannies, but none of them take.”

			He pursed his lips and looked at her. “So how was Jacqueline?” He turned his attention to a laptop open on the counter. “Damn!”

			“What?”

			“Giants are blowing this game. Sorry.”

			“You like football?”

			“Honey, it’s May, it’s baseball.”

			“Why don’t you watch the game?” She indicated the small flat screen in the kitchen.

			“I almost lost a finger a few weeks ago. I keep up online. Safer. Especially since my fall-back career is hand model.”

			She laughed.

			“So . . . Jacqueline?”

			Amanda widened her eyes and took in a breath, considering what to say. She hardly knew him and, technically, Jacqueline held the reins to her paycheck.

			Harris said, “Oh come on, she can’t hear you. I love Jacqueline to smithereens, but when you first meet her, she’s as cuddly as a cactus.”

			“She was . . . formal.”

			He laughed. “Don’t let her get to you. She’s like a pit bull, the way she protects Brunzy. She takes her job very seriously. She’s half German, for pity’s sake, she can’t help herself. She’s been his assistant for six years, and she’s seen him go from minor TV-show character to mega movie star and she’s determined to keep him safe from stalkers, the general public, and his staff.”

			“I’m not allowed to speak to him. I’m only allowed in the kitchen because you told me to come up for meals.”

			“Ah, so you got The Speech. Once she sees you’re not going to establish a base camp under his bed—like one Swedish nanny—she’ll loosen up. She’s totally cool once you get to know her, but don’t expect anything to happen in a mere three months. You’ll know you’re in when she shows you her tattoo.”

			“Seriously?” she asked.

			“As a heart attack. She also loves extreme cage fighting, but don’t tell her I told you.” He cocked his head. “So . . . I showed you mine—show me yours. Why are you here? From Florida, was it? Home of alligators and Anita Bryant—or are they one and the same? And yum, yum, those pretty South Beach boys.”

			Amanda sipped her Riesling. Ran the palm of her hand along her hair. Adjusted the bag of peas. “Um.” Blew out a breath. “Ocala in the summer is unbearable.” She waved her hand. “Inland. No ocean breeze.”

			Harris stopped chopping to look at her. “So you get a job elsewhere every summer? Were you permanently scarred by a bad hair day? Not that I’d blame you.”

			“I wasn’t going to do any horse showing this summer, so I took this job. I couldn’t afford to take a whole summer off.”

			“Why aren’t you . . . horse showing?” He resumed chopping.

			She chewed on her lip. Took another sip of Riesling. Let it sit in her mouth as though she were at a wine tasting. Swallowed. Took a breath. Let it out. “I sold my horse.” It was true, just not the whole entire complete reason.

			“Why? You seem to like the smelly things.”

			“I couldn’t afford to keep her.”

			He stopped chopping and looked at her. “Hm,” he said quietly, and with empathy.

			She mentally begged him to stop. She liked him, but she wasn’t ready to tell him about the panic attacks or the accident.

			“What kind of horse shows are you in? Are you a rodeo queen? Then there’ll be two queens on campus.”

			Amanda snorted a laugh. “I ride jumpers.”

			“Damn, girl! I’ve seen those in Griffith Park. You’re the shit. Is there a bobblehead of you?” He deftly scooped a pile of chopped onion and deposited the perfect white squares into a bowl. The pungent smell reminded Amanda of hot dogs at baseball games with her father.

			Her face got hot. “There are plenty of grand prix riders better than me.”

			“Those jumps are huge—over twenty feet, aren’t they?”

			“Try five.”

			“What was your horse’s name? Your best horse?”

			“My horse is—was—Edelweiss. She’s the one I had to sell. She was the first horse I trained entirely by myself. I brought her up through the ranks to grand prix.”

			“Like I said, you’re the shit.”

			“Either that or crazy. The general consensus is, you have to be a little touched or brain damaged to ride in the big jumper classes. Not as crazy as eventers, but close.”

			“No shortage of crazy around here—the place is owned by an actor.”
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			Clad in gray sweatpants and a worn pink sweatshirt with “Boss Mare” across the chest in faded blue letters, Amanda sat on the new couch in her apartment that night, reveling in the sense of accomplishment now that everything was in its place. The apartment was comfortable, bright, and modestly furnished with a couch, coffee table, small dining table for two, and a TV. The bedroom held smallish versions of the expected furniture, including a double bed. A now-ubiquitous bag of frozen peas draped over her foot—she was not going to have a painful, swollen foot if she could help it—Amanda leaned back into the cushions and called Beth Fanelli on the cordless phone because she couldn’t get a cell-phone signal in the barn.

			“Did you meet him?” her best friend asked without saying hello.

			“You won’t believe how.” Amanda recounted her day.

			“So he’s nice?”

			“Considering I broke his Emmy, he’s very nice.”

			“What are you going to do about the kids?”

			“Meditate. Say a novena. Drink. Why did I take this job again? I don’t even like teaching kids.”

			Beth laughed, and Amanda imagined her sitting in the tired leather recliner in their apartment in Ocala, still in riding breeches and sipping a beer after a day of training horses and teaching students.

			“You wanted someplace cushy where you could get over Courtney. You’re not showing. No driving a trailer all night. No grief from owners who think their horses should always win. Relax, smell the roses. You’ll have those kids, what, an hour or two a day? Why don’t you learn to fly fish? I hear that’s big up there, and it’s supposed to be relaxing.”

			“How old am I, eighty? But you’re right. I’ll feel better once I get into a routine.”

			Beth’s voice dropped an octave. “So? Is he hot?”

			Amanda laughed. “I wondered when you were going to ask. Yes, he’s totally hot. And he’s got that voice. But supposedly I won’t see him much, and that’s probably for the best. God knows what else I’d break.”
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			The next morning Amanda escorted Jacqueline to the barn. “I want you to see for yourself that these horses are too much for the children.” She tried to sound confident, knowing the woman was annoyed.

			Jacqueline sat at one of the ornate metal tables and chairs alongside the ring. Amanda mounted a striking chestnut and rode him like a beginner, clumsily. After prancing and tossing his head for long minutes, the poor confused animal finally bucked and took off at a gallop.

			The other horse, who had been trotting and whinnying nonstop in a nearby enclosure, jumped the fence, galloped up the hill, and decimated a flower bed. Petals flew like confetti in Times Square on New Year’s Eve.

			“Stop!” Jacqueline cried, and sprinted toward her flowers. The equine athlete turned, barreled down to the pasture, and soared over the fence. Amanda, limping, finally made it to Jacqueline. The perfect assistant no longer appeared perfect as she panted and pieces of her shoulder-length, professionally straightened hair fell across her face. Amanda said nothing, just raised her brows in question.

			“Get rid of them.”
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			Exactly thirty minutes after the wild-horse roundup and petunia massacre, Amanda stood in the doorway of Jacqueline’s office for an impromptu meeting.

			“Hello, Amanda. Nice to see you again.” Grady rose from his chair. Amanda thought she saw amusement scamper across his face and settle into the shallow lines at the corners of his eyes.

			“Nice to see you.” She picked up a tiny iPod with hot-pink earphones from a chair, placed it on the edge of Jacqueline’s desk, and sat.

			“Oh,” Jacqueline said, “that belongs to Wave; she is always losing it.”

			Grady settled into one of Jacqueline’s two midcentury chairs, while Jacqueline sat behind her sleek midcentury desk. The furniture was out of place in the rustic log mansion with its hewn-from-the-forest furniture, but it suited Grady’s personal assistant perfectly. Grady looked too big for the chair, like a teenager riding a Big Wheel. It was his legs—stretched out in front of him, they looked entirely too long.

			Amanda noted the woman’s wrists below her long-sleeved, blindingly white blouse, searching for a hint of tattoo, but she only saw smooth mocha skin.

			Amanda wanted to get this over with, since few clients loved spending money. She focused on Jacqueline and avoided looking at Grady because it would take precious little to embarrass her again.

			“So we bought duds?” Grady asked.

			Amanda gulped a breath. “No, just not suitable for beginners.”

			“But we need new ones?”

			“Only if you don’t want to kill your children.”

			Grady’s lips curved up. “How’d we end up with these . . . child killers . . . in the first place?”

			“If I may,” Amanda said, “sometimes when novice owners—no offense—go shopping, horse sellers think they want the cream of the crop. You didn’t get taken, you just got more than you needed. You needed a burger, they sold you”—she waved her hand as she searched for the words—“lobster thermidor.”

			He looked at her, his fingers steepled, glee suffusing his blue eyes. “Lobster thermidor?”

			Jacqueline’s office sure was warm. “You know. Lobster . . . that’s been . . . thermidored.”

			She fought the blush she knew was gathering steam—she usually sounded more professional. Stupid movie star, flustering her! “You get the point.”

			Grady pressed his lips together and she knew he was squelching a laugh. The amusement made his eyes sparkle.

			“I think it would be best if Amanda handled the sale of the current horses and the purchase of the new ones,” Jacqueline said. Coolly.

			“Definitely,” he said. “She’ll know lobster thermidor when she sees it.” He paused, then tilted his head. “Can you get two more? For guests? Also non-thermidor?”

			“I’ll—I’ll get as many as you want.”

			Jacqueline stepped in. “Shall I arrange for the girls to go to spy camp while Amanda acquires horses?”

			“Sure. They’ll love that.” He looked at Amanda, his eyes an irrepressible blue. “Glad to see you dried off. How’s the foot?” He glanced at her swollen foot in the paddock boot with the laces loosened.

			“Not bad. Getting better. Thanks.”

			He looked at her like he was really listening, which surprised her. When she finished, he nodded.

			“Do you need anything else for it? Anything at all?”

			Again, surprising. Why was he asking this? “No. Thank you.” She held her breath for a moment, considering. “Yes, there is one more thing. Not for me. It’s the floor. The barn floor. It’s . . . problematic.”

			“How so? Wait, let me guess. It’s lobster thermidor, too?”

			“It’s slippery.” Amanda felt Jacqueline’s disapproving gaze but refused to look at her so she wouldn’t lose her nerve. “It has to be fixed.”

			Grady looked at Jacqueline in mock exasperation and said, “What should we do with her, Jacqueline? She doesn’t like the horses. She doesn’t like the floor.” He turned to Amanda. “That place is brand-new. I hired experts.”

			“Yes, I know,” Amanda said. “But they made a mistake. With that floor, somebody could get hurt.”

			He looked at her with gentle eyes and said, “Let’s get the horses sorted out first, then we’ll worry about the floor, okay?”

			Amanda wanted to insist but sensed she was already pushing the envelope. It was like training a horse—knowing when to back off was just as important as knowing when to persist. She bit her lip to stop herself from talking, then nodded.

			Grady’s tone softened as he asked, “Do you need anything for your apartment? You settled in okay?”

			“Yes, thanks. I mean, no, I don’t need anything. It’s great.” How did he keep flustering her?

			He nodded again, looked at her for a beat longer than necessary, and left. Somewhere near the kitchen Amanda heard him call out, “Hey, Harris, we got any lobster thermidor?”
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			Grady was pleased with his first round of “muskrat” atonement. He’d asked about her well-being, her foot, her apartment, and if he’d thought of it, he would’ve asked about her lung function or her truck’s carburetor—anything to show concern. It wasn’t as effortless as usual, though. He realized he wanted her to like him. Which was ridiculous—he was Grady Brunswick; women loved him. He’d been fending off females of all ages since he was fourteen. The only women who had affected him this way were his mother, his fifth-grade teacher, and Annie. He might not know what to do with his children, but women? Women, he could handle. And Amanda Vogel was just a woman.

			A woman who’d just convinced him to buy four new horses before his kids had even sat on one.
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			Four days and four hundred miles later, Amanda had sold the two high-octane purebreds and replaced them with four equine good eggs. For Wave, she chose an eleven-year-old, sixteen-three-hand half-draft dun gelding named Bramble. Despite his size, he was sweet and gentle. Solstice’s horse was a delicately pretty sixteen-year-old copper-colored mare and former show hunter named Rainbow Dancer—Rainy for her barn name. She was quiet, and could do more advanced work when and if necessary.

			As for what Amanda had dubbed the spare horses, she found two people-loving quarter horses, each with haunches broad enough to support a small town. The palomino’s name was Smooch, a derivative of his registered name, Skippa Kiss-n-Tell. His golden coat and cream mane and tail provided a nice contrast to the black-and-white paint horse, Vern. Amanda drove south of Denver to pick up Rainy, and while there she bought grooming equipment, fly sheets, and tack, including English saddles for the girls’ horses, and couchlike western saddles for the spares. 
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			At eight o’clock that evening Amanda and Harris sat at the butcher block in the kitchen. He had poured them each a glass of pinot noir. It felt good to sit down after trailering horses all day. Although meals weren’t included in her employment agreement, Harris always had appetizers out, so she hardly ever had to provide her own dinner. When she protested, he said, “What kind of gay would I be if I didn’t Martha Stewart you a little?”

			“Tomorrow’s the day. First lesson at nine. New horses, new students,” she said.

			“I’ll order more liquor. You may want to consider morning martinis for the remainder of your tenure.”

			“I’m sure you’re exaggerating.”

			Suddenly the front door slammed, followed by what sounded like an NFL team stampeding through the house.

			“They’re ba-ack.” Harris did his Poltergeist imitation.

			Next Harris and Amanda heard a shrill, “Daddy!” and Amanda thought it was sweet that the girls were happy to see their father after almost a week at spy camp. That innocent, naive, dipped-in-honey thought was stabbed to death by the next utterance, delivered in a tone not unlike a dentist’s drill.

			“Daddy, those stupid horses are ugly! I hate them!” Amanda didn’t know which sugarplum was speaking, but then the other angel piped up.

			“Yeah, they’re not even good enough for dog food.”

			Amanda looked at Harris. “However much liquor you were planning to order, double it.” She heard Grady but couldn’t make out his words, then heard four sneakered feet pound up the stairs.

			Less than a minute later Grady entered the kitchen. “Hey, Harris,” he said. Then, before Harris could reply, he added, “Amanda. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but my kids say the horses are ugly.”

			“We heard,” Harris said with attitude. Amanda faced Grady and was the teeniest bit wowed by how handsome he was. Tonight he wore a faded Stanford T-shirt that had been red once, probably when he was an underclassman there. Khaki cargo shorts meant she could see his legs, which she glanced at. Briefly. Very briefly.

			“They’re not fashion models, but they’re safe,” she said.

			He had awfully nice calves.

			“I’m not trying to make your job harder, but aren’t there pretty horses that are safe, too?”

			“I promise, these horses are great. They’re bombproof, they have good manners, and they’re honest.”

			“Bombproof? I didn’t realize that was possible. Does the FBI know?” Grady asked.

			“That means they don’t spook and they won’t bolt or spin if something startles them.”

			“You said they’re honest?”

			“I jumped them and they went straight over the fences, didn’t stop or try to duck out. Not that your daughters are going to jump anytime soon, but that attitude carries over into other things.”

			“And what’d you say about good manners? Did you take them to a cotillion?” Harris asked.

			Amanda smiled. “They’re easy to work with on the ground and when you’re leading and grooming them. They don’t pull or kick or nip. Those are good ground manners.” It had been a while since she’d dealt with beginner horse owners.

			“Can you make them look better?” Grady asked.

			“Excuse me?” Amanda asked back.

			The movie star looked down and away before making eye contact again. Harris was grinning, his arms folded across his chest. Grady continued, “They’re the girls’ first horses. I wanted it to be like . . . like . . . My Little Pony.”

			Harris guffawed.

			Amanda stared and forgot entirely that Grady Brunswick was Galactic Special Agent Matt Braxton, star of the Galaxy Ops movies and frequently one of People magazine’s most beautiful people. At that moment he was one of those parents. “My Little Pony?” She blinked at him. “You want me to trick out their horses? Pimp their rides? I can clean them up, neaten their manes—but honestly, they’re nice horses; your girls are going to love them.”

			“My girls are picky. I don’t know that they’re going to want to ride them since they’ve got it in their heads they’re ugly.”

			“You leave that to me,” she said with false confidence. Who knew what those little horrors would do? And what did he expect her to do, dye the horses pink and dip them in glitter? 

			One side of Grady’s mouth lifted as he tilted his head and regarded her. “You sound pretty sure of yourself.”

			“It’s my job.” She forced herself to look into his eyes. She hoped to make him leave by sheer will.

			“Do you think two weeks is fair?” he asked.

			“For what?”

			“For this to work out?”

			Harris’s golden eyebrows shot up. Panic fluttered in Amanda’s stomach at the thought of trying to find another job with horses, since that was all she knew. She envisioned working at the track for a pittance, getting up in the middle of the night to groom thoroughbreds for their morning workouts. She thought of her bank balance: twenty-four dollars and twenty-seven cents. She wanted to yell, “I thought your bratty kids wanted to ride! Otherwise why the hell did you hire me?” Instead, she said, “Mr. Brunswick—”

			“Grady.”

			“Grady. Do you mean that if your daughters don’t like riding in two weeks, I need to find new horses? Or a new job?”

			He spoke softly, but his words were like little slaps. “Jacqueline said you’re a top instructor and we were lucky to get you. If you can’t get them to like riding, I doubt anyone can. But if you can’t, I’m sorry. . . . Your severance will cover the entire three months.

			“Oh, I almost forgot,” he went on. “Jacqueline has the night off, so I told her I’d tell you: there’s one more horse coming. Titanium. I rode it in a movie and bought it. It’s coming from LA, arriving tonight sometime. I’m sorry for the short notice, but the driver’s supposed to call the barn when he gets close.”

			It irked Amanda when people called a horse “it.” And she would have appreciated some advance notice, but she stifled her irritation. “Of course.”

			“It’ll be like waiting for the cable guy,” Harris said. “In hell.”

			“How’s the foot?” Grady asked, throwing Amanda with the insta-compassion, particularly on the heels of a veiled threat to fire her.

			“My foot?” She blinked. “Much better. Thanks.”

			Grady nodded, then said, “Good night, Harris.” He glanced at Amanda. “Good night.” He left without waiting for a reply.
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			Grady fell into the impossible-to-leave couch in the entertainment room and clicked on the TV without looking at the giant screen. A swarm of bees flew amok in his veins. He pushed himself up, got a beer from the fridge at the bar, and took a long swallow. He didn’t usually declare ultimatums, but he also knew his daughters could be unreasonable and he didn’t know how to change that, or if he could. So it was pointless to have a riding instructor if the girls didn’t like riding.

			He swallowed more beer. He was squeamish about the deadline. What did he know about riding? Maybe it takes longer than two weeks. From the look on Amanda’s face, he wasn’t at all sure two weeks was fair.

			And what about her face? It was her eyes. They were such an intriguing mix of milk-chocolate brown and gold, brought out tonight by the halogens hanging from the kitchen ceiling. Only good manners had kept him from staring.

			He would see how it went. If he had to alter his two-week time limit, he would—he wasn’t too proud to backpedal. Satisfied that he hadn’t painted himself into a corner, he drained the bottle, rested his head against the couch cushion, and hoped that horse van would come before Amanda went to bed.
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			Titanium arrived a little after midnight. He was a Friesian, solidly built and black, with a huge neck and a luxuriously long, wavy mane and tail. Amanda walked the docile, friendly gelding to let him stretch his legs, then settled him into his stall. He sniffed at his neighbor, Vern, then buried his nose in the flake of hay in the corner. Satisfied, Amanda turned off the light and headed to bed.
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			During Solstice and Wave’s first riding lesson, nobody got killed or maimed, but neither were the girls the eager, dedicated students Amanda was used to.

			They complained about the ugly horses. Wave kept stopping to adjust the chinstrap on her helmet and whined that it was itchy. Then she demanded to ride Vern because he was prettier than Bramble.

			Amanda smiled, lowered the brim of her frayed beige Devon Horse Show baseball cap, and told her unwilling students the names of the parts of the bridle and saddle. She showed them how to check their girths, adjust their stirrups, and mount. She showed them how to hold the reins and how to sit. She had them do suppling exercises. She taught them how to fall off safely.

			Even so, as Amanda explained how to post the trot, Solstice wanted to know when they were going to do something fun. Solstice lectured Amanda, with many exasperated sighs, that she had once been on a four-hour trail ride and didn’t want a “baby” lesson. Amanda resisted the urge to crack a whip at poor Rainy, who would have dutifully galloped off and dumped Solstice on the expensive footing.

			Toward the end of the hour, the girls began to get the hang of the rising trot on the lunge line, and Solstice in particular had a good sense of rhythm and balance. When Amanda told the girls to ask their horses to halt, they did so, and Amanda explained how to dismount properly. The girls dropped off of their horses and walked away.

			“Hey!” Amanda said. “Come back here!”

			The girls stopped and turned.

			“You have to put your horses away.”

			“Oh, that’s okay,” Solstice said, as though Amanda had offered her a bowl of sawdust when a hot fudge sundae waited at the house. The girls continued up the hill. The loose horses started to mill around the ring.

			“No, I mean you have to!”

			Wave looked back at Amanda, but Solstice said, “Come on, Wave,” and took her hand.

			Amanda muttered a curse, untacked and groomed the horses, then turned them out into the pasture. She strode up to the house and thought of how, in her normal life, kids dreamed of having Amanda Vogel coach them. Once in the house, like a modern-day, horsified Hansel and Gretel, she followed a trail of riding helmets, gloves, and boots to the entertainment room with the big TV. Solstice and Wave sprawled on the couch as the TV blared. The children ate some kind of blue frozen things on a stick. At ten forty a.m.

			Amanda turned off the TV. “Ladies,” she said evenly. “You have to put your horses away.”

			“I don’t think so,” Solstice said, her blue lips snarling.

			“Well, I do. And you don’t get a vote.”

			“Why do we have you, then?” Solstice idly thumped the arm of the couch with her bare foot.

			“Yeah,” Wave said.

			“To teach you to ride, and part of riding is taking care of your horse,” Amanda said pleasantly. She controlled the urge to shove the frozen treat up Solstice’s nose.

			“Sounds like you want us to do your job for you,” Solstice said.

			Wave jumped up as though the couch was electrified. “I’ll get Daddy!” She ran off.

			“Everyone who rides puts away their horse. It also happens to be fun,” Amanda said. Solstice merely looked at her.
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			Wave led Grady into the room by an outstretched arm. His towhead had prattled on about something having to do with the horses, but for the life of him he wasn’t sure what it was. He glanced around the room and noted he was the only one not dressed to ride. Amanda stood facing him, fists on hips, in dark-brown breeches and a sky-blue shirt.

			“Tell her, Daddy,” demanded Wave.

			“Is there a problem?” Grady asked.

			“It’s nothing.” Amanda looked absurdly cheerful. She had a nice smile, even when it was fake.

			“Solsty, what’s going on?”

			Solstice stared straight ahead as though the TV were still on and lingered over her dwindling frozen treat, foot still thumping. She heaved a huge sigh before answering. “She wants us to brush the stupid, ugly horses. She’s just supposed to teach us to ride, right, Dad?”

			Grady looked at Amanda. “Amanda?”

			“That’s exactly right. When you own a horse, you take care of her after you ride. It’s normal. Ask any riding instructor.”

			“I took driver’s ed, and I never had to wash the car.” It was a dopey example, but he thought it might make her smile, and he was startled to find that he wanted to make her smile.

			Amanda’s mouth hung open, cartoon style. It was nowhere close to a smile. She took a breath and turned to face him, then spoke casually, as though observing a cloud or offering him a piece of toast. Clearly, she was placating him. “Yes, but I’m sure you’ll agree that a horse isn’t a car—it’s a living, breathing animal. You groom to make sure you get the dirt off, so the horse won’t get sores. You pick out his hooves to remove stones, which can cause lameness and vet bills. You can see cuts or bumps you need to take care of. Grooming stimulates circulation. But most of all, it’s how you bond with him and thank him for his hard work. It’s the right thing to do—and every real rider does it.”

			During her speech Amanda walked around the room, gesticulating. She was fun to watch, and, in fact, she made him want to groom a horse. She stopped in front of him.

			She added, “It’s my responsibility to keep your horses healthy, and grooming is essential.”

			“But, Dad, it’s our summer vacation!” Wave protested.

			“More riding, less brushing,” Solstice added, like a little teamster.

			“Can’t you groom them?” Grady asked Amanda quietly. During the recent seconds he had drifted to the other side of the room, out of earshot of the girls, and she had followed.

			She looked at him, a hint of challenge in her expression, but her delivery was as pleasant as a morning talk-show host’s during a cooking segment. “I’ve been grooming horses for twenty-five years. That’s not the point.”

			“Why can’t you do it?” Was he missing something? What was the big deal about the girls brushing—or not brushing—some horse hair?

			She looked at him, chewing her bottom lip. Assessing. He found himself staring at that bottom lip. It was a nice lip.

			She spoke. “It would be like you teaching an acting class where your students won’t memorize lines and you say the lines for them. They get shortchanged. I don’t understand why this has become a thing.”

			“It’s just that . . . it’s my first summer with them. I don’t want them to do chores. It takes away time they could spend with me.”

			“I understand. But it doesn’t take long and it’s fun. Every day thousands of little girls love taking care of horses. There are lots more who would kill to groom their own horses.”

			“But it’s . . . manual labor!” he whispered. It was a weak argument, but he suddenly felt cornered by the riding instructor with the kissable lips and pretty eyes.

			Those pretty eyes were staring at him. “That’s what you honestly think?” she asked quietly.

			Ooh. Perhaps he’d gone too far. She was serious and he felt like she was . . . disappointed in him. He had let her down somehow.

			She shrugged her shoulders, shook her head, and turned away. After a long moment she turned back and raised her palms in a gesture of defeat. “All right. I disagree, but I’ll groom.”

			Without waiting for a response, she turned and strode out of the room. Grady stood, looking after her retreating form. He’d gotten what he wanted. He had won. Terrific.

			So why did he want to run after her and apologize?
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