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Cassie gritted her teeth.

Hysteria was imminent, guaranteed, if this jerk didn’t get out right now. “No, no, I’m fine. Will you please just leave!”

“Well,”Caleb drawled, the word easing slowly through his lips. “If that’s what you want.” He grinned at the blush that was stealing over her collarbone. Her face must be the color of a fire hydrant by now he thought with unholy amusement. He couldn’t resist torturing her just a bit more. “I hope we’ll be seeing more of each other in the near future.”

He turned, heading for the door, pausing one last time with his hand on the knob. “By the way you’re a real knockout. See you around, Slim.” 
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Ride a Dark Horse







Prologue
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The pounding of the stallion’s hooves broke the quiet of the afternoon. Horse and rider gained momentum as they rounded the end of the ring and headed toward the last row of jumps. Closer and closer the rider neared, gathering and steadying his mount. Ten yards, five yards, and then it happened. Again. The two men leaning against the fence winced.

“Hell. The stupid bastard’s eating dirt again. How many times does that make it now, Caleb?”

“Eight, nine . . . I think I’ve lost track. Tell me, Hank, when are you going to find a real rider to work with Orion? I’m getting damned tired of these jokers. If we don’t find someone who can stay on his back long enough to finish the course, I think I’ll take over. I couldn’t do any worse than these chumps.”

Hank Sawyer looked at the man he considered a second son and grinned. He had watched Caleb grow from a gangly wiry kid into a six foot two inch, one hundred eighty pound man. At thirty-two years of age, Caleb Wells was solid muscle. Broad shouldered and lean hipped, he radiated power and grace—even when shaking his head in disgust at Hank’s soon-to-be former rider. The long, curling ends of Caleb’s dark hair brushed the collar of his navy blue flannel shirt. He’d rolled his sleeves up, exposing strong, sinewy forearms. Even in the chilly March air Caleb preferred to be in shirtsleeves. He rarely wore coats, at most slipping on a heavy fisherman’s sweater and a denim jacket should the Virginia weather turn really cold. His casual attire suited his lifestyle. As a veterinarian, specializing in equine medicine, he wore clothes that could withstand the wear and tear his profession demanded.

Hank leaned his elbows against the top of the rail and turned his attention back to the fallen rider, watching closely as the man rose shakily to his feet, caught the stallion’s reins, and awkwardly remounted.

After reassuring himself that the rider wasn’t too rattled by his spill, he called out, “All right, take him over that line again. Then you can warm him down. And try to stay on top of him this time!” This last bit was muttered under his breath. No point adding insult to injury.

Rubbing a hand over his lined face, Hank turned once more to the younger man. “Listen, Caleb, I know you’ve got the ability to continue Orion’s training, but we’re going to need someone who can show him this coming season, too. You’re just too damn busy. You know how much time it takes. Do you really want to give up your practice to train and show him? After all these years of hard work? I know it’s frustrating to watch these riders get on Orion and make a hash of it, but there’s got to be somebody out there.” He grimaced as he turned to observe the rider cir-cling around the ring on the horse that was his and Caleb’s pride and joy. “Preferably someone with a modicum of talent. That’s what we need if we want Orion to win and be sought after as a stud. Look, I’ll start calling around. Get out some mailings. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

“The hell of it is, even if we find someone halfway decent, Pamela will probably come up with a way to nix it. Jesus,” he bit out in frustration as he raked his fingers through his thick, dark brown hair. “You’d think she wants Orion to end up finishing last in every class, the way she keeps shoving these nobodies down our throats. Damn her and her lawyers.”

Hank made no reply knowing Caleb would brush aside words of sympathy. The boy had been chastising himself over the debacle of his marriage and his divorce for far too long now. He watched Caleb’s eyes flash with self-contempt and the lines around his mouth deepen as if forcing down a bitter taste.

Caleb leaned his tall body into the fence, shoved his hands in his faded jeans’ pockets, and considered his friend’s advice. As a rational argument, Caleb knew Hank was right, that they should once again resume the tedious process of trying out potential riders for the stallion. Perhaps this time they might luck out and find someone gifted enough to ride Orion. But as Caleb lifted his head and watched his stallion take a large double-oxer in an effortless leap, resentment and anger filled him. Because of his appalling lack of judgement, his stallion, a horse he had helped foal, had helped train, a horse filled with such incredible potential was, figuratively speaking, being left to rot. Such a stupid waste.

For the thousandth time, Caleb cursed the day he laid eyes on Pamela, his ex-wife.

But to give up would mean that Pamela had won whatever twisted game she was playing. No way would he let her have that satisfaction, too. Technically, she might be the owner of Orion, but Orion was Caleb’s horse, one hundred percent. Come hell or high water, he was determined to regain rightful ownership of his stallion. And when that day came, Caleb intended for that slip of paper the lawyers and the judge had written, giving Pamela full ownership of Orion, to have as much value as a piece of toilet paper. Then Pamela could stick it where the sun didn’t shine.

“Okay, Hank, we’ll do it your way ” he agreed finally. “Find another rider to give it a go. But make sure he knows how to ride a spirited stallion like Orion.” Caleb shook his head skeptically. “I hope to hell we can find someone with balls enough to do it.”
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As Cassie Miller drove the Jeep Wagoneer down the sloping hill that led to the farm’s driveway she caught herself chanting, “I think I can, I think I can.” Glancing ruefully at her reflection in the rearview mirror she prayed that her nervousness wouldn’t ruin her interview.

The entrance to the driveway was marked by the sign Five Oaks. Pulling in, she steered the Jeep over to the side of the well-graded dirt road, cut the engine, and twisted around to face the backseat.

“Okay, kids, time for a face and hands check.” Two small children looked back at her with matching deep blue eyes and golden curls. They waited expectantly.

“All right, you guys, stick ’em up!” Cassie said in her best James Cagney voice. The two giggling five-year-olds raised their hands to the level of the front seat and showed them to Cassie for inspection. Cassie took Jamie’s and then Sophie’s, examining each in turn.

“Excellent! We’ve got two clean pairs of hands here. Now Jamie, how many fingers have you got? We don’t want any missing.”

Jamie looked down, wiggling his fingers. “One, two three, four, five ” he began and rushed on, “six, seven, eight, nine, ten!”

“That’s terrific. Now I know you’ll be able to shake hands politely with Mr. and Mrs. Sawyer.”

“What about me?” clamored Sophie, eager to be included in the game.

“Have you got ten fingers, too, Pumpkin?”

“Yes!” crowed Sophie triumphantly. “Just look!”

“Why, imagine that! You’re right! What luck. You do have ten fingers.” Cassie pretended to wipe her brow. “Whew! I was so worried! But what about your faces? Are those peanut butter and jelly sandwiches you had at lunch in your tummies or on your cheeks?”

“In our tummies!” cried both children, this time a little doubtfully.

“Hmm, I guess they look clean enough.”

In fact, both Sophie and Jamie’s faces fairly glowed, Cassie having taken the precaution of arming herself with packets of moist towelettes for the trip. She leaned over and kissed their soft cheeks, marveling once again at the beauty of her two little imps. She was so proud of them. Had been from the day they were born.

“You two certainly look smart to me. But let’s make sure of one last thing. Your shoes. Are they on the right feet? We can’t have you going off to an interview with shoes on the wrong feet!”

“But Mom,” cried Jamie in an aggrieved tone. “ You’re the one who’s gonna get the job. We’re just kids.”

“I don’t know about that. If I get this position at Five Oaks, you two will be my assistants.”

“We will?” Jamie’s small voice rose with excitement.

“Of course. And I’ll also need both of you to take care of Topper and Pip. Those ponies are a big responsibility.”

“Yes, Mommy, we know.”

“And, kids, I need you to be on your best behavior. Mr. Sawyer was super nice about letting you two tag along while I talk with him about working here.”

“We know Mommy, Uncle Alex and Thompson told us that, too.”

“About a zillion times.”

“No, it was a quadrillion times.”

Cassie smiled. “Right, well, don’t forget. I’m counting on you. Now that that’s settled, how do I look? Any muck on my face?”

Now it was the children’s turn to inspect Cassie. Treating the matter with utter seriousness, they leaned forward, bending at the waist to look at her more closely.

Sophie pronounced judgement. “You’re the most beautiful mommy in the whole wide world!”

A bittersweet lump formed in Cassie’s throat. She swallowed hard before attempting to speak.

“Thank you, Pumpkin. I love the two of you very much. You’re so wonderful to me.”

“But Mommy ” interrupted Jamie, who already knew he didn’t like gooey kisses and hugs and wanted to stop things before they got out of hand, “Your hair is coming out again.”

“Oh, dear ” cried Cassie in mock dismay. “Mr. and Mrs. Sawyer will just have to see the wild side of me.” As a child, Cassie’s hair had looked like Jamie’s and Sophie’s, but over the years the corkscrew curls had softened, so that now they more closely resembled riotous waves that flowed down to the middle of her back. But whenever she tried to tame it, pulling it back into a knot at the nape of her neck, as she had done for the upcoming interview strands escaped and framed her face with golden curls.

“Well, we’d better get a move on before I lose my courage and drive us straight back to New York. I faxed the Sawyers and told them to expect us at about three o’clock. It’s just three now.”

Cassie turned the key in the ignition and pulled the car back onto the driveway. The farm, she already knew was spread out over two hundred acres of prime Virginia horse country. When Cassie had seen the job announcement, offering a dual position as trainer and rider for Five Oaks, she’d immediately faxed her résumé and crossed her fingers. Professionals from all over the country would be responding to the ad.

She’d been thoroughly elated, as well as a bit astonished, when she received a call from Hank Sawyer asking her to come down for an interview.

The driveway stretched for nearly a quarter mile with white wooden-fenced pastures on either side. Cassie and the children could see horses grazing on the new grass. As they reached the horse barns, pastures gave way to riding rings with brightly colored jumps set at various heights. Behind them, Cassie noticed a large indoor ring. The driveway ended in a wide circle around which stood five enormous oaks.

Cassie parked, opened her door, then let the children out of the back. They clambered down from their seats, chattering excitedly. Cassie stood silently, taking a moment to gaze at the beauty of her surroundings.

There were four barns in all, two attached together to form a T shape with the third one off to the side. As Five Oaks was a breeding farm, Cassie assumed that the separate barn was used for the brood mares. A fourth barn was set off at a distance. She noted with approval the pristine condition of the buildings. Painted white with dark green trim, they shone invitingly in the afternoon sun. Muffled noises and the occasional whickering of horses floated out on the air.

“Come on kids, take my hands and let’s go find Mr. Sawyer.”

They entered the shaded interior of the larger barn. Rows of box stalls flanked a wide concrete aisle. The barn smelled of horses, leather, hay, and creosote, a scent that was as familiar to Cassie as the smell of her own home. As familiar and as loved. Hooked up to a pair of cross ties, a large bay was being groomed by a man wearing an Orioles baseball cap. He looked to be about thirty, and from his dark olive complexion Cassie guessed him to be Mexican.

“Excuse me. Could you please tell me where I might find Hank Sawyer?” The man stopped brushing but continued to lay his hand on the horse’s shoulder in a soothing gesture. A smile spread across his features when he saw the young woman holding the hands of two almost identical children.

“He’s in the office. Follow this aisle down and then make a right. His office is around the corner.” From the man’s slight accent, Cassie knew that her guess had been right.

“Thanks a lot.”

The trio moved past the horse and Cassie ducked her head under the cross ties.

“Mommy ” Sophie whispered excitedly as they began walking past the long line of stalls. “Can we say hello to the horses as we go by?”

“Yes, a couple, but let’s not be late for our appointment.” Cassie knew only too well just how much time it might take two five-year-olds to say hi with this long a row of box stalls. Many of the horses standing with their ears cocked forward and their necks arched gracefully over the stall doors, seemed as inquisitive as the two chidren. They observed the humans’ progress down the aisle toward the office.

The door to the office was shut, so Cassie let go of Jamie’s hand and knocked. From within, a voice called out instructing them to come in. Cassie, Jamie, and Sophie stepped inside. Behind a large desk piled high with stacks of papers and books, a man stood and came forward to greet them.

“Hello, you must be Cassandra Miller. I’m Hank Sawyer. You’re right on time. Hope the trip down from New York wasn’t too exhausting.”

He paused a moment, his glance lighting on the two small children standing at her side. “And what are your names?”

“Hello, Mr. Sawyer, I’m Jamie Miller.” Jamie stretched out his small hand. Hank shook it with a solemn smile, his large hand engulfing the tiny one. Sophie thrust out her hand, too, determined to be as grown-up as her brother.

“Hi, Mr. Sawyer, I’m Sophie. Jamie and I are twins. He was born before me. But I can count to twenty faster.” She boasted proudly.

“That’s true for the moment, Sophie, but Jamie’s catching up to you. I’d keep practicing.” Cassie glanced at Hank Sawyer. “Thanks again, Mr. Sawyer, for letting us impose on you this way. Sophie and Jamie learned all about the Baltimore Aquarium in school this year. They were desperate to come, so we’ve turned the trip into a three-day cultural adventure.”

“The aquarium’s a fascinating place, and the harbor too. You’ll enjoy it. We’ve taken our grandchildren there quite a few times. Just let me telephone my wife so that she knows you’ve arrived.” Hank turned to his desk and picked up the phone. As he dialed, he looked up, “Make yourself comfortable. On the wall over there are photographs of some of our horses.”

Sophie and Jamie scrambled over to the wall to peer excitedly at the pictures of horses soaring over fences; horses standing in the judges’ circle, blue ribbons hanging from their bridles; riders smiling as they leaned down to shake hands with women in sequined gowns. Cassie thought she could make out the younger features of Hank Sawyer as well as another, unidentified man.

As she waited quietly while Hank spoke into the phone, she took the opportunity to observe him unobtrusively. He looked to be somewhere between fifty-five and sixty. His full head of hair was silver, cut short to reveal the strong bones of the face. It was a kind and open one, with laugh lines bracketing the corners of his mouth. The lines etched into his brow and the deep gold tone of his skin, even this early in spring, attested to the hours he spent under the sun. Cassie liked the way his eyes had crinkled up at the corners when he’d smiled at Sophie and Jamie. She’d also seen the shrewdness and intelligence in them, something she’d expected to find. One couldn’t survive in the horse business, let alone run such a clearly successful establishment as Five Oaks, without those qualities.

She hoped Hank was also a bit of a gambler, that he’d be willing to take a chance on her.

Hank interrupted Cassie’s thoughts. “Melissa will be here in just a few minutes. She was wondering whether the kids might be interested in a snack.”

“That’s very kind of you. For the moment though, they seem pretty taken with your photo gallery. I noticed you rode at Devon, Mr. Sawyer.”

“Call me Hank. Everyone does. I hardly know who they’re talking about when I hear Mr. Sawyer.” His gaze skimmed the photographs on the wall. “Yes, a couple of those pictures are from Devon. I’m just glad I wasn’t riding against you when those were taken.”

At Cassie’s startled look, Hank smiled and continued, “Of course you didn’t realize this, but I saw you compete both at Devon and Washington the year you were racking up points to qualify for the national team. You were amazing. And the way you handled that stallion, On The Mark, was incredible. You were what, barely nineteen, and you could hardly have weighed more than one hundred and ten, but you had him flying over those fences in the jump-off as if he were a merry-go-round pony in Mary Poppins.”

The image of On The Mark being like a carousel ride brought a wide grin to Cassie’s face. “He was a great horse, a great teacher. I was lucky to ride him so early on in my career. He taught me how to listen. And he taught me how important it is to figure out what makes each horse tick. In On The Mark’s case, it was his pride.”

“Interesting. How did you come to that conclusion?”

Cassie’s hands lifted, gesturing as she explained. “He had such natural ability and he knew it. He was a cocky son of a gun. I realized that it really bothered him if he even so much as nicked a fence. He hated it, it threw off his whole performance. So I did my darndest to set him up perfectly for each and every fence. Then I tried not to mess around too much and let him do the rest of the work. By the end of that season, he was in a class by himself. Nobody could beat him.”

“Well, when I got your résumé, your name rang a bell. It didn’t take long to remember what you achieved with that horse. Those were some remarkable rides, Cassandra.”

She felt a blush stain her cheeks. “Thank you. And please call me Cass or Cassie. I don’t think I’ve quite grown into Cassandra yet.”

That might be true enough. Although he knew from her résumé that Cassie Miller was twenty-four, there was a youthfulness to her face, especially with that charming blush that made her look hardly out of her teens.

Far too young to be the mother of five-year-old twins.

But the children looked a lot like her, he noted. Deep blue eyes and blond curly hair. It was like seeing the finished product when you looked first at the twins and then at Cassie. Even though Cassie’s hair was pulled back from her face, accentuating her wide, high cheekbones and her full lips, he figured that in about ten years, Sophie would be a close copy of her mother. Jamie, too, looked like he would be equally good looking.

Cassie Miller stood an easy five foot eight—good, she’ll be big enough to handle Orion—and her body looked strong and fit. His glance next took in the long legs and well-defined arms revealed by the ribbed cotton top she wore under her jumper.

Hank would have been deeply embarrassed if someone had pointed out to him that he was cataloging Cassie’s attributes much as he might a horse he was interested in acquiring. But he would probably have argued that he had no use for a rider who wasn’t physically up to the challenge of riding their stallion, any more than he would be interested in purchasing a swaybacked, knock-kneed horse. Luckily, she had the look of a rider who kept her body in peak condition.

Hank motioned for her to take one of the seats near his desk as they waited for his wife. As Cassie rested her elbows against the wooden arms of the chair Hank noticed there was no wedding band on her left hand. Interesting.

He was on the verge of broaching the awkward topic of why Cassie Miller’s bid for the national team had come to a disappointing nothing, when his wife, Melissa, and their housekeeper, Mrs. Harris, came into the office. As he stood up to greet the women, he gave his wife a fond smile.

Melissa had been his wife for thirty years and Hank loved her even more now than he had when they first married. She was his mate, partner, best friend, and his lover. She was also as good a judge of human character as she was of horseflesh. Hank wanted Melissa here for the interview with Cassie. Even with her excellent résumé and the memory of her skill with horses, Cassie was nevertheless something of an enigma.

Why hadn’t she continued competing, trying for the national team? After the Olympics, being a member of the U.S. equestrian team was most riders’ greatest ambition, so what had prevented her? Riders with the kind of talent and skill she had just didn’t drop off the face of the earth without a trace. As Hank remembered it, after that dazzling year, Cassie had vanished from the show circuit as if her season as the hot young rider to beat was just a dream. The question had been bugging him ever since he’d recognized her name at the top of her résumé.

He glanced at the twins, considering.

No, not even a pregnancy should have kept her away from the circuit for so long. Pregnancy would have side-lined her for a year, eighteen months at most, but she’d disappeared and hadn’t come back. He wondered if perhaps the twins’ father might have tried to discourage Cassie in her riding career, but if that was the case, what was she doing applying for the job at Five Oaks?

Thank heaven for Melissa. Hank had no doubt that a few subtle questions from his wife would provide them with answers to whatever had been going on in Cassie Miller’s life.
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Hank introduced Melissa and Mrs. Harris first to Cassie and then to the twins, who were still inspecting the photographs on the wall, arguing quietly between themselves over which horse they would most like to ride.

Melissa Sawyer listened to the heated debate for a moment, a smile playing across her lips. Crouching down to the level of their faces, she managed to draw their attention.

“Well, aren’t you big kids! You seem to know so much about horses. It must have taken you a long time, years and years. Let me guess, you must be seven years old. No, you’re only five?” She shook her head as if in disbelief. “I can’t believe how very grown-up you are.”

Cassie smiled as she saw Sophie and Jamie’s faces light up at Melissa’s compliment.

“You know Mrs. Harris just finished baking some chocolate chip cookies. I was going to bring them over but they’re still a bit hot, and I thought you might enjoy a glass of lemonade. If you’d like, Mrs. Harris can take you up to the house and you can have your snack there. Then, when your Mommy’s finished talking to us, we can take a tour of the stables. I’ll show you my favorites.”

Jamie and Sophie looked up at their mother for permission. A smile and a nod from her had them scampering off with Mrs. Harris, already chattering like magpies.

“Thanks for providing such a delicious diversion for the children. At times I think they’re all mouths. When they’re not talking, they’re eating so much I get a stomachache watching them. I have to warn you, though, you probably won’t have anything but crumbs left for tonight. Jamie and Sophie are regular vacuum cleaners when it comes to freshly baked cookies.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. Hank and I eat far too many cookies as it is.” She reached up to give her husband a kiss on the cheek. “I thought maybe it would be easier to talk if there were just the three of us.”

Cassie nodded in agreement. “Once Jamie and Sophie start talking, it’s like being caught on a runaway train.”

“Five-year-olds can be like that. They’re beautiful, your twins. They must have kept you quite busy when they were born.”

Hank hid a smile. This was vintage Melissa. Smooth and easy, she conducted a nice, friendly inquisition. Most people never stood a chance once she got them talking. He’d lay odds his wife was as curious as he to find out more about this young woman with the two adorable children. He even suspected she’d already looked at Cassie’s ring finger and noticed it was bare. It hadn’t taken him all that long, and Melissa was a woman. They always seemed to zoom in on things like that. Detail oriented, or something like that. If he’d had to ask Cassie these personal questions, he would have felt like a bull in a china shop. He was more than happy to let his wife take over.

Just then, he caught Cassie taking a deep breath, as if bolstering herself. Like she realized full well what sorts of questions Melissa might ask. Abruptly he decided he wanted to make her as comfortable as possible.

“Uh, why don’t we all sit down. Here, Cassie, take this chair; Melissa, you can sit in this one.”

Cassie lowered herself gracefully into the canvas director’s chair opposite Hank’s. A hesitant smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “Yes, well actually, Mrs. Sawyer—oh, thank you—Melissa, Sophie and Jamie aren’t my natural children. I adopted them. They were my brother Tom’s and my sister-in-law Lisa’s. When Sophie and Jamie were only ten months old, their parents died, along with my father.”

“Oh dear, how dreadful! What happened?”

“There was an accident. I was in college at the time. Tom and Lisa were living in Princeton, New Jersey. Christmas was just a week away. Tom had invited Dad to stay with them for the holidays. Our mother had died several years earlier and Lisa and Tom wanted Dad to share Christmas with his only grandchildren. I was invited, too, but was planning on joining them Christmas Eve. I was busy getting ready for a trip down to Florida to compete in some shows before the second semester started. Our other brother, Alex, couldn’t make it. He’d just started his job at a Wall Street firm that fall. They were working him like a dog. He didn’t even think he was going to get Christmas Eve off.”

Hank and Melissa didn’t bother interrupting Cassie’s rambling narrative. It was clear from the tense expression on her face that the death of her brother, father, and sister-in-law was still far too traumatic.

With an effort, Cassie pulled her thoughts together. There were very few times she wished she smoked cigarettes, but this was definitely one of them.

“It happened on Route 1 as they were driving back to their home in New Jersey. An eighteen-wheeler was in the next lane over. The driver fell asleep. Truckers have to log so many miles . . .” Cassie’s voice faltered. Hank glanced down at her hands. They were knotted tightly in her lap, the knuckles white under her skin.

“The truck went out of control, careening directly into Tom’s car. There was no time to avoid a collision. The force of the impact sent Tom’s car through the guardrail, into the oncoming traffic. Another couple were killed besides Tom, Lisa, and Dad. They were in the car that Tom crashed into . . .” Cassie’s piercing blue eyes lifted, meeting the Sawyers’ sympathetic gaze. “I hate to admit it, but sometimes I wish the truckdriver had died, too. He came out of that wreck with a severe concussion and several broken ribs. A night in the hospital and he was home.”

“I’m sure that’s a perfectly natural reaction, Cassie. How could you not feel that way toward the person responsible for taking the lives of three members of your family?” Melissa reasoned gently. “I know that if something like this had happened to Hank and our children, I would have tried to strangle the man with my bare hands, deserving or not.”

Cassie smiled gratefully at Melissa. Distractedly she combed her fingers through her hair loosening more strands from her chignon. “You’re right, of course. Alex and Thompson both said the same thing. And the truckdriver was filled with grief and remorse over the accident. For a long time he kept calling and writing letters. That almost made it worse.”

Hank drew a hand over his face, wishing he could wipe away the harrowing images from his mind. No wonder Cassie Miller had dropped out of sight from the horse show circuit.

“It was a blessing the babies weren’t in the car, too.”

“Yes. My father had invited Tom and Lisa to go to the opera with him. Dad was a big opera buff. That’s why they were driving back to Princeton so late. Jamie and Sophie were at home with the live-in nanny and housekeeper Bessie Thompson.” Cassie gave a small smile. “Thompson—she hates being called Bessie—says it makes her feel like a cow and that at her age that’s a double curse: to be old and a cow. Ridiculous, but I’ll do just about anything to make her happy. She and Alex really pulled me through some bad times.”

Cassie stopped for a minute and gave the older couple a wry smile. “Sorry, I realize this is a somewhat unusual interview. I doubt you expected to hear such a sob story when you asked me down here. But I thought it best to tell you about the accident.” Her blue eyes met Hank’s squarely. “Since you saw me compete, you’ve doubtless been wondering why I stopped riding just when I was so close to earning a spot on the national team.”

Hank’s head nodded in silent confirmation.

“My plan had been to see just how far On The Mark and I could go. We’d had a great season in the Northeast, and I’d been looking forward to the winter circuit in Florida. And some people I’d met wanted me to show their horses down there. But then suddenly in the space of twelve hours, I had two beautiful ten-month-old twins.” Her lips curved. “Looking back, I can only thank God Sophie and Jamie weren’t identical. That would have been a real mess!”

Melissa and Hank laughed, wanting to put her at ease, still stunned by her tragic story.

“How terribly sad for all of you. It must have been difficult becoming a mother without any warning,” Melissa offered sympathetically.

“Boy, you can say that again! I knew absolutely nothing about kids. There were moments after the accident when I wished I hadn’t been bitten by the horse bug so early and had spent a little time during my early teens babysitting. Instead, I knew textbooks worth about equine management, yet I couldn’t even put on Jamie’s diaper properly! When Jamie and Sophie were newborns, I’d held them in my arms and watched Lisa nurse them, but I was in school, caught up in my riding, and all my spare time was devoted to being with my fiancé, Brad. We’d only recently gotten engaged.”

Melissa was taken aback when Cassie’s delicate features hardened at the word fiancé. She’d already noticed the absence of a wedding ring. Had Cassie’s engagement, like the rest of her life, taken a sudden and unpleasant turn?

It was amazing how in the short space of fifteen minutes since she had met this young woman Melissa already liked Cassie more than anyone she’d encountered in a long time. From listening to her recount her story, Melissa had learned enough to know Cassie was caring and resilient. Someone who took her responsibilities seriously. If Hank considered her a good enough trainer to work with their horses and a good enough rider to handle Orion, Melissa would do everything she could to ensure she was offered the job at Five Oaks.

Yes, there was something special about Cassie. It had taken courage and strength to tell a tale that tragic to strangers. Cassie had spoken with the kind of dignity that made Melissa want to get to know her even better. Melissa had an intuitive feeling that Cassie would mature into an exceptional woman.

What bothered her, however was the very wrong note that had sounded when Cassie had mentioned her fiancé, Brad. What had happened between the two of them?

Melissa had always prided herself on knowing when to respect a person’s privacy, but this time she was going to succumb to her curiosity, or nosiness, as she was sure Hank would call it. She justified herself with the thought that it was important to know whether this Brad person would play a role in Cassie’s decision to accept the position at Five Oaks. So she excused her rudeness at broaching what was obviously an awkward topic.

“I suppose you and your fiancé decided to postpone the wedding until your life was more settled?” As prying went, this lacked subtlety, but Melissa decided a certain amount of directness might prove the easiest path to take.

She didn’t need to glance over at Hank to realize he was frowning warningly at her. After three decades of marriage, Hank and Melissa knew each other’s thoughts as well as they knew their own. Hank clearly felt that Cassie had already revealed quite enough of her personal life.

Cassie fell silent as she wondered how to describe the aching disappointment, the sense of betrayal she experienced at Brad Gibson’s hands. She’d never told anyone the whole story. And however much she instinctively liked and trusted the Sawyers, she wasn’t ready to reveal its full ugliness. Not yet, anyway. Maybe never.

She’d met Brad at college in the fall of her sophomore year. Brad, a senior economics major, was bright and ambitious, with plans to enter law school the next year. Boyishly handsome, he’d been a campus star popular with his frat brothers, and with a grade point average that all but guaranteed his acceptance at any of the law schools to which he was applying.

Cassie had fallen for him hard. When she remembered the depth of her infatuation, she consoled herself with the knowledge that she’d been only nineteen, far too naive and sheltered because of her commitment to her riding.

Brad had been Cassie’s first serious boyfriend, and her first lover. His blond good looks, his Connecticut upbringing, his prep school education exuded sophistication. His self-assured charm had dazzled Cassie completely. At the time, Cassie remembered bitterly, Brad had seemed equally enamored of her. And when he’d proposed, Cassie had been radiant with happiness.

Looking back now Cassie was immensely grateful to her father. He’d insisted upon a long engagement for the couple, that they wait until Cassie, too, graduated for the wedding to take place. How disastrous it would have been if she and Brad had actually married.

She still had difficulty comprehending the underlying roots of Brad’s behavior. What she knew for certain was that after the accident, Brad changed. Unfortunately however Cassie was oblivious at first. Shock, grief, and the need to be with her family—with Alex, Jamie, and Sophie—were overwhelming. And by the time Cassie began to resurface from the depths of her loss, Brad’s feelings had . . . cooled. The quaintness of that expression made Cassie shudder inside. The reality had been to watch, stunned into helplessness, as her lover transformed himself into a selfish stranger.

As Brad’s sullenness and increasing coldness became more pronounced, Cassie’d repeatedly tried to talk to him, to get him to explain why he was so unhappy. But it had been like talking to a brick wall. He insisted he still loved her, still wished to marry her, but the words sounded empty and mechanical. Illumination had come one miserable afternoon in February revealing to Cassie the real target of Brad’s hostility. When later it was all too bluntly confirmed, the disillusionment tore at her heart.

Cassie had been unable to confide in anyone what transpired between her and Brad. When she informed Alex and Thompson that the engagement was off, Cassie’s expression alone was enough for them to gauge the depth of her hurt. They let her be, allowing Cassie to choose when, if ever, to reveal the details. After all the sorrow they had suffered, Alex and Thompson knew that some pain had to be dealt with privately.

Looking at Hank and Melissa now, Cassie again chose to keep Brad’s cruel words to herself. Not for anything would she permit them to sully her two children by speaking them aloud. Instead, she opted for the same clichéd version she recited whenever the need arose, eager to rid herself of thoughts of Brad.

“Some things in our relationship made me realize that Brad wasn’t ready yet for both marriage and children. It was too big an adjustment. Once that became clear, and I saw it wouldn’t have been fair to any of us to go through with the marriage plans, I broke off the engagement.”

Cassie missed the look Melissa and Hank exchanged as well as the muttered “son of a bitch” that tumbled from Hank’s lips. The Sawyers had reached their own conclusion about Cassie’s ex-fiancé, independent of her carefully worded explanation.

“In a way I’m really grateful things didn’t work out. Our breakup made me rethink my priorities. I filed for Jamie and Sophie’s adoption on my own. Then, after I graduated, Sam Waters hired me as an assistant trainer at his stable in Long Island. As you know from my résumé, Hank, I’ve been with him for almost two years. My dream of competing on the national team hasn’t completely evaporated. Who knows, maybe I’ll be able to ride full time on the circuit now that the kids are older.” Cassie shrugged her shoulders. “It’s hard to anticipate, I guess. But I’d really like a chance at this job if you think I’m right for it.”

“I spoke with him on the phone yesterday, and he had nothing but praises for you. That’s saying a lot, coming from a man like Waters.” And now Hank understood better why Sam Waters had been so closemouthed about Cassie’s personal background. “Well, I think we’ve covered everything we need to for now. Why don’t we take a tour of the barns. We’ve got a stallion here I think you’re going to be really interested in. After you’ve seen Orion, we can talk some more.”

Melissa stood up and placed a light kiss on Hank’s mouth as she hugged him, her heart filled with pride. Hank was clearly taken with Cassie. She turned, keeping one arm looped around Hank’s waist and laid her other hand on Cassie’s forearm. “Why don’t I go see whether those two cookie monsters of yours have left any crumbs for the rest of us. I’ll give them a private tour of the barns while you and Hank go see our baby.”
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This was some baby. Cassie looked at the dark bay stallion grazing in the far pasture and whistled softly.

“Wow! That’s a fine looking horse you’ve got there.”

“Isn’t he? That’s Orion. He was born here, and is the principal reason why I’d like to hire you. He’s the product of the considerable talent of Caleb Wells, my partner.”

“Your partner?”

“Yeah, I’m lucky to have him. Caleb’s a vet. He specialized in equine medicine in school. Always loved working with horses, ever since he was a kid. Even before he finished veterinary school and started his own practice in town, I asked him if he’d consider working with me on Five Oaks’s breeding program. He spent months researching bloodlines for Orion’s dam and sire. Everything we’ve been aiming for in the crossbreed is all there in Orion. Caleb’s really attached to him.”

Cassie’s eyes pored over the stallion grazing in the distance. Excitement was buzzing through her. “Mmm, I can understand why ” she offered, unwilling to take her eyes off the horse. “You said he was a vet?”

“Yeah, and a good one at that,” Hank replied, the pride in his voice clear. “It was rough going for a while after he graduated, working full-time as a vet and spending all his extra time here. But in just a few years, he built up his reputation enough so that he had a solid clientele, large enough so he could invite some other vets into the practice. Now he works half-time there and half-time here.” Hank gave a small chuckle. “’Course, that means he works about fourteen-hour days. Orion was the first of our babies. He’s real special to us. I’ll introduce you to Caleb later.”

Hank didn’t bother to add that he thought Cassie was going to be a bit of a shock for Caleb, an unpleasant one at that. Cassie would find that out all too soon. Ever since his marriage ended in divorce, Caleb had been pure hell on the female sex. Hank was getting a bit fed up watching Caleb go through women like they were disposable razors. Use ’em and toss ’em.

Well, Cassie and Caleb were simply going to have to learn to deal with each other because Hank knew in his gut that Cassie was the rider for Orion.

“He’s big,” she murmured. Hardly a word Hank had spoken had registered; Cassie was too busy examining the horse before her. A gorgeous dark bay with four white stockings and a white blaze down his face. “What is he, about 16.3 hands?”

“Actually, he’s 17.1 hands. He’s bigger up close. He’s half Thoroughbred, half Selle Français. Seven years old. Caleb and I want to build a stock of jumpers that have a more solid frame than pure Thoroughbreds. We’re going for strength and speed. Our aim is to produce right here at Five Oaks the type of horse that up to now has been found primarily in Europe.”

“And you’ve started showing him.” Cassie’s eyes were still glued to the magnificent piece of horseflesh.

“Yeah. That’s the problem. Conformation’s excellent, his bloodlines are top notch. But Caleb and I want people to see him in action. To see how versatile he is. We started showing him last year, but we’ve never gotten a rider who clicked with him, really tapped his potential.” And Caleb’s ex-wife, Pamela, has done everything in her power to keep it that way, Hank added silently. For the moment, the less Cassie knew about that particular mess, the better.

“Here, let’s bring him in so you can take a closer look. He’s an unbelievable horse, Cassie. Caleb and I are pinning our hopes on him. We think he’s got the potential to be Grand Prix material. He’s strong, powerful, moves like a dream, jumps just about everything we’ve shown him so far, and he’s smart as hell. Maybe too smart.”

Cassie turned her head to look at Hank. “What do you mean?”

“He plays games with his riders. He doesn’t suffer fools, and unfortunately most of the riders we’ve gotten have been just that. None of them with brains enough to figure out how to stay on him. So Orion teases them. Lulls them into thinking they’ve got him figured out. Then, whammo! He shifts his weight in mid-air or takes a fence way too early, and the next thing they know they’re lying face down in the mud. And I swear to God, Orion’s laughing his head off.” He paused to scratch the back of his neck. “I tell you, it’s really hard to place in those jumper classes when his riders can’t stay on his back.”

She laughed. “Yeah, I’ve noticed. But he’s not unwilling or mean?”

“No, it’s not that. I’ve seen plenty of mean-tempered stallions. Absolute devils. No, I think Orion is just waiting for the right challenge, the right rider. Maybe he’s bored.”

“Then I guess it’ll be my job to entertain him!” Cassie replied with a grin. “I can’t wait to try him out. Would you mind if I popped back to my car for a minute? I’ve got my breeches and boots in the back.”

“Sure. Change in the office if you like. I’ll grab Orion and meet you in that barn over there.” Hank pointed to the smaller barn located in the distance.

“Great. See you in a few minutes.”

Cassie ran off to the Jeep, opened the back and grabbed her gearbag, as Hank went off to get a lead rope to bring in Orion. On her way back to his office, excitement bubbled up inside her. I’ve got to be dreaming! This is too good to be true! Please, God, let me be able to ride Orion like nobody’s business.


Caleb detested beepers, but he figured they were an unavoidable fact of a vet’s life. He’d arrived at Five Oaks barely five minutes ago, and already he was turning around to go back to his car phone and call in. He punched in the number.

“Joyce? Yeah, this is Caleb. What’s up? Okay, tell them I’ll be there in fifteen minutes and tell Matt I’ll need him for the anesthesia. See you in a bit.” With an oath, Caleb replaced the phone and ran toward the barn.


Cassie dropped her bag on the floor of Hank’s office and unzipped her dress. She’d worn it to look neat and professional, but mainly because Sophie had badgered her incessantly, saying she looked so pretty. No one like a determined five-year-old to wear you down, Cassie thought ruefully. Unfortunately her young daughter’s taste in clothes didn’t exactly mesh with Cassie’s, at least when it came to work clothes. When she was around horses, she hated dressing in anything but jeans or breeches. She was eager to change. She could feel the adrenaline at the prospect of riding Orion thrumming through her as she lifted the hem of the dress up and over her head, pulling her cotton shirt up along with it in an effort to hurry. She’d almost gotten them off when the metal hook on her dress snagged a clump of her curls.


Caleb pushed open the office door and strode in, in a hurry to tell Hank that he’d try to see him later after he’d performed the emergency surgery. He was already speaking as he entered the room, the door swinging shut behind him.

“Hank, I’ve got to head back right away. The Holmes’s cat got attacked by a dog. Ripped it open. A royal mess, but perhaps I—” He stopped abruptly, staring transfixed at the sight before him.

God, he loved that shade of pink in a woman’s panties. Made him think of strawberries and cream. Her legs must be a mile long. Caleb let his gaze wander taking in the gently flaring hips, the flat belly with skin as silky looking as the scrap of pink she wore, then moving up, to the rounded breasts raised and straining against matching fabric.

It was then that Caleb belatedly grasped the woman’s unfortunate situation. His lips twitched as he watched her wriggle and squirm to free herself, her arms twisting and flexing, her head lost in a rumple of cotton print. It was clear from her muffled mutterings that she hadn’t heard him enter. That cotton shirt must be like a huge Ace bandage wrapped around her head. What a terrible predicament, Caleb thought cheerfully. He took a long, last, and thoroughly appreciative inventory before clearing his throat.

“Uh, excuse me, could I be of any help?”

Cassie stilled immediately. Actually, she felt literally glued to the spot. Utter mortification swamped her. Just great. Her first major professional break, and she had to unveil herself in front of some groom. Summoning as much poise as she could under the circumstances, Cassie decided to play it cool.

“Uh, no thanks . . . I think I’ve got it.” She’d raised her voice to be heard through all those layers of fabric, but it came out sounding strangled all the same—with embarrassment. She had no idea whether her blasted hair was untangled or not, but she’d sooner give herself a Mohawk than stand here for a second longer with this man watching, amusement lacing his smooth southern accent.

She tried again. “If you’re looking for Hank, I believe he’s in the stallion barn.”

“Thanks. But, you know I really hate to leave you here like this. You sure I can’t help? Maybe hold the dress up for you?”

Cassie gritted her teeth. Hysteria was imminent, guaranteed, if this jerk didn’t get out right now. “No, no, I’m fine. Will you please just leave!”

“Well,” Caleb drawled, the word easing slowly through his lips. “If that’s what you want.” He grinned at the blush that was stealing over her collarbone. Her face must be the color of a fire hydrant by now he thought with unholy amusement. He couldn’t resist torturing her just a bit more. “I hope we’ll be seeing more of each other in the near future.”

He turned, heading for the door, pausing one last time with his hand on the knob. “By the way you’re a real knockout. See you around, Slim.”

The door shut behind him with a soft click. Caleb left the barn, chuckling to himself. Holy Mother of God, what a body. Too bad he hadn’t gotten a chance to see her face. No way could it be as great as the rest of her. . . . A shame, but what the hell, he decided philosophically, he’d just keep his eyes focused on her neck on down and he’d be in heaven.

Shit, he’d forgotten to ask her name. Caleb was certain, however that he’d recognize her again anywhere. Then he’d make sure they were properly introduced.

Caleb glanced at his wristwatch. Entertaining and pleasurable as the encounter with his little stripper had been, Caleb had used up the five minutes he’d had to spare ogling instead of talking to Hank. He’d have to catch up with him later and find out how the search for their new rider was progressing. Caleb yanked his truck door open, climbed in, gunned the motor, and was gone.

Within three minutes, Cassie was fully dressed in her breeches and field boots. She stared balefully at the tangled clump of hair attached to her dress. The spot on her head still stung like the dickens. What a way to go prematurely bald. She shoved her clothes into her bag, muttering a few choice words about creeps who barged into rooms without knocking. As silently as possible, she opened the door of the office, cautiously peeping her head out. She wouldn’t put it past that jerk to be hanging around, waiting to humiliate her further. To her relief, she saw the corridor was empty and hurried on outside. Now she just had to hope he wasn’t in the rear barn talking to Hank.

On the way to the stallion’s barn, Cassie dropped her gear bag into the Jeep and exchanged it for her saddle. Propping it against her hip, she continued on, eager to meet her new mount.


“If it’s okay with you, Hank, I’d like to school Orion on the longe line, first. It’ll give me a chance to see how he moves. Then I’ll hop on him for a bit, find out how we feel about each other.”

“Sure, that’d be fine. Let him work off some steam, too.”

“Another goal I had in mind.”

She and Hank had already groomed Orion. Whenever time permitted, Cassie preferred to work with her mounts herself rather than having one of the stablehands take over. It helped forge bonds between rider and mount, and she learned far more about the horses she rode when she worked with them on the ground as well as in the saddle.

Already Cassie was impressed by how well-mannered Orion seemed to be, standing quietly at the cross ties, waiting to be saddled. Plenty of stallions were just too unmanageable to work around without extra grooms helping. She had to give credit to Hank and this Caleb person. They must have begun handling him as a young foal to have him this well behaved as a mature stallion. “Let’s get his tack on, Cassie, and then we’ll take him out.” Hank threw her a boyish grin and disappeared into the tack room to fetch Orion’s bridle and a longe line. Taking the opportunity to give Orion a final going over with a soft brush, she watched the stallion’s muscles ripple beneath his glossy coat.

As she brushed, she spoke quietly to the horse, giving him a chance to hear her voice’s tone and timber. “What a beauty you are, Orion. I think you and I are going to do just fine together.”

She reached for her saddle, propped against the stall wall, and laid the fleece saddle pad over the gentle slope of the withers. Next came the saddle, but Cassie realized that her girth would never get around a horse of this size.

“Hank,” she called, “could you grab his girth, too? Mine’s way too short.”

She didn’t have to wait long. Hank returned, his hands full of leather and cotton webbing. “Here you go, grab the bridle, I’ll tighten the girth.”

Cassie relieved Hank of Orion’s bridle and unsnapped the cross ties from his leather halter. With the ease of practiced movements, she slipped the bridle’s reins over his neck and unbuckled the halter. Stretching sideways, she hung it on a nearby hook and then lifted the bridle to his head, the bit resting against the flat of her palm as she pressed it to Orion’s muzzle. Orion took the bit without hesitating and Cassie praised him in her low gentle voice. She stroked his nose and brought the reins back over his neck as Hank joined her side.

As Cassie and Hank led the stallion toward the exercise ring, she noticed Melissa and Mrs. Harris standing with Sophie and Jamie at the far end of the ring. Oh great, a peanut gallery. I hope I don’t land on my head in the mid dle of the ring.

While Cassie wasn’t thrilled by an audience, she knew she needn’t be concerned that the twins would distract her or make any noises that might cause Orion to spook. They’d been around horses so much now that they already conducted themselves like miniprofessionals. Cassie had drilled into them the importance of proper behavior around horses. Moreover the twins knew that if they didn’t behave, they wouldn’t have the pleasure of riding their ponies, Pip and Topper, for a long time.

After they’d entered the ring, Hank turned to make sure the gate was securely closed behind them. Standing next to each other, Cassie eased the longe tape so that Orion could walk in increasingly wider circles around them.

Her eyes fixed on the stallion as he moved. She offered short, telegraphic comments. “Nice carriage. I like the way he studies his surroundings. Seems confident and alert.” Hank merely grunted in agreement. Both were far more interested in studying the horse than in talking right now.

Cassie let Orion walk in the circle around them for a few minutes before she lowered the line slightly, gave the whip a quick flick, and spoke to the stallion in a clear carrying voice, asking him to trot.

God, he moves beautifully on the flat. That back’s sonice and rounded, Cassie thought to herself. If he’s a klutz over fences, maybe I can convince Hank to try him as a dressage prospect. On the other hand, if he’s as good in the air, I’m going to be riding a champion.

Impatient as she was to get on Orion’s back, Cassie nonetheless finished his longeing session, asking the stallion to canter, and then repeating the process once more in the opposite direction.

“Let’s bring him in so that you can get on him. I don’t want you losing the light when you jump.”

Cassie looked at Hank, then at the sun’s distance from the horizon, surprise showing on her face. “Sorry. I lost track of time. He’s so gorgeous, I could stand here for hours watching.”

A small laugh escaped her lips as she approached Orion, reeling in the longe line as she walked. “And the way I’m feeling now so pumped, it’s like I have x-ray vision. Everything’s crystal clear. I can’t believe a little thing like the sun setting would make a shred of difference!”

Hank smiled. “Well, let’s not take any chances. I want you and Orion to get on like hotcakes.” That’ll make it a hell of a lot easier for me when I tell Caleb I’ve hired you, he added to himself, ’cause the shit sure is gonna hit the fan then.

Hank held the reins lightly while Cassie lifted her left foot and placed it in the stirrup. She swung herself up in a graceful, fluid movement, gathering the slack in her reins as soon as her right leg was over the saddle. Hank stood watching her a moment before ducking under the ring to join Melissa and the others.

“Hello, love ” Hank said softly as he gave Melissa a kiss on the forehead. He looped an arm around her waist. “You never got a chance to see Cassie ride at any shows, did you?”

Melissa smiled at him, shaking her head.

“If she hasn’t lost her touch, you’re in for a treat. She looks damn fine on Orion, doesn’t she? Question is, whether she’s still got it?” A small laugh escaped him when both Sophie and Jamie turned and shushed him, their fingers pressed to their mouths. No idle chitchat to break their mother’s concentration permitted.

Properly chastised, Hank and Melissa watched silently as Cassie began Orion on flat work. Yes, thought Hank. This is what we need. A rider with a great classic style, quiet hands, and the athleticism and agility to match Orion. He watched with intense satisfaction as Cassie took Orion through his paces: gradually increasing the complexity of her demands; extending his trot; moving him into a controlled, steady canter; bringing him to a halt within a matter of steps. They looked natural together.

Hank reentered the ring as Cassie reined Orion to a walk. She patted his neck enthusiastically. “Good going, Orion.” Cassie believed in always letting her mount know she was grateful for the ride. And Orion was definitely a great ride. “Hank, which fences do you want me to try him on? How high has he been jumping, by the way?”

“Height’s never been a problem with Orion so far. I’ll set them at around four feet. I don’t care so much about how high he goes right now as I do seeing you jump him over a variety of combinations and distances.”

Cassie and Hank decided on a number of fences, schooling Orion first over one or two and then adding on more with each attempt. After the first couple of jumps, bubbles of excitement had him rocking on the balls of his feet. Whoa there, he cautioned himself. Let’s see what happens with the trickier combinations. He held his breath as Cassie took Orion over a double-oxer, a wall jump, a roll back, and then finally a triple. Hank remembered that it was the triple combination that had, literally, thrown Orion’s last rider so many times.

As Cassie cleared the last three fences, Hank heard the excited gasps of Melissa, the twins, and Mrs. Harris. Cassie had balanced Orion beautifully for the last three jumps, setting him up so that with each takeoff, Orion soared like a bird in flight. After she’d landed her last jump, she reined Orion to a walk. Hank could hardly stop from grinning like an idiot.

Melissa had latched onto his arm, squeezing it to death, talking excitedly. “She’s fantastic. Gosh, she looks so young and fragile. Orion’s other riders were all strong men, but they had as much luck staying on as Humpty Dumpty!”

“That’s the wonderful thing about riding,” Hank replied, his face still stretched in a wide smile. “It doesn’t depend on brute strength. In fact, now that I’ve seen Cassie ride, I realize that’s probably where the other riders were making their mistakes. Stupid of me not to catch it earlier.”

At Melissa’s puzzled expression, Hank explained. “They were trying to muscle Orion over the fences. Consciously or not, they probably thought a big horse needs big-time muscling. Orion simply showed them that they were fools to be pushing him around. He muscled them right back. Cassie’s different. She’s able to finesse it. She’s got such good form and balance. And she can spot those distances for takeoff like nobody’s business. That’s a true gift.” He paused, his glance straying once more to the young woman astride the stallion. “And I bet she could beat quite a few men in an arm-wrestle, anyway.”

Hank and Melissa turned to Cassie as she rode over to the group. “Hi, kids, did you have fun with Mrs. Sawyer? Isn’t this a beautiful horse? Yes, after I’ve gotten off, I’m sure Mr. and Mrs. Sawyer will let you pat him.”

Cassie’s face was glowing like a hundred-watt bulb as she addressed Hank and Melissa. “He’s terrific, Hank. Smooth as a dolphin jumping through waves. Just great. You got anymore like him kicking around?”

Hank laughed. “You did good, kid. The job’s yours, if you want it. I’ve got some other horses for you to work with, too, real promising. You can meet them later. But so far, Orion’s our star. Let’s cool him down.”

Cassie nodded and nudged Orion forward, walking him easily around the ring. She shivered slightly and lifted her hunt cap off to wipe her brow. Now the sun was sinking behind the rolling hills and though the sky was a spectacular wash of pink, orange, and blue, the temperature was dropping. The sweat on her brow and down her back was already cooling.

Cassie inhaled deeply enjoying the rush she always felt after a good workout. She bent slightly at the waist, rubbing her hands along the stallion’s neck. Orion’s ears flicked back and forth, registering every move she made, listening to her praise him. She knew she had a long way before winning Orion’s trust, but at least she hadn’t made a lousy first impression. Not like with that cretin who caught her in her underwear, Cassie thought sourly. She hoped she wouldn’t run into him any time soon.

Cassie dismounted smoothly and led Orion back toward the barn. The horse’s neck was arched gracefully, his ears pricked forward, his eyes alert. Still plenty of beans left in this fellow Cassie thought. He could probably have gone another couple of rounds and still not be winded. She’d have to figure out how to use all that energy to her advantage in her training, yet keep him safe from strain or injury.

Melissa walked up to Cassie and Orion, reaching out to stroke Orion’s nose affectionately. She remembered the night he’d been born, and how she, Caleb, and Hank had celebrated far into the night with champagne. It was a sweet memory. Caleb had looked so happy the happiest he’d looked in years, especially since his marriage with Pamela had crumbled. She looked closely at Cassie and smiled as an intriguing thought crossed her mind. A little matchmaking might be in order here.

“Cassie, we’d like to invite you and the twins to dinner tonight. Just a casual family meal. Would you and the children feel up to it? It’d be an opportunity to iron out all the remaining details with you.”

“We’d love to, thank you. I was planning on hunting down a diner before we returned to the bed-and-breakfast we’re staying at. This would be wonderful. I’ve got a lot of questions for you.”

“Great. Hank and you can finish up with Orion while the twins keep me company. Come on kids, let’s see whether we can fix something really special for dinner.”

“You mean pizza?”

“Hot dogs!”






4

[image: img]

Hank pushed his dessert plate to the side and poured some cream into his coffee. Now and again, the sound of the trumpeting of wild elephants drifted in from the den. Sophie and Jamie had been excused from the table and were watching a nature program on TV. He wasn’t sure whether he could distinguish the real elephants’ calls from the ones Jamie and Sophie were making. They were getting pretty good. A little more practice and the grown-ups would have to take cover. Hank grinned, remembering Cassie’s adamant refusal to allow them to turn on a sitcom. It was a good thing she wasn’t afraid to be strict with these two youngsters. They seemed quite a handful, if the pleading antics the children had tried on Cassie were anything to go by.

He studied Cassie over the rim of his coffee cup. She’d showered upstairs and changed back into her dress and added a sweater to her outfit. He was struck again by the beauty of her features. Yes, Caleb was going to be mighty interested when he got a good look at her. Difficult to imagine a man not interested in a woman who looked like Cassie. Hank was somewhat surprised that Caleb hadn’t been by the farm today. Probably for the best, he reflected wryly. He wanted Cassie all settled in before the two of them met. He knew Caleb well enough to predict what his M.O. would be: bed her, then boot her off the farm. Hank was going to have to figure out a way to slow Caleb down long enough to give Cassie a fighting chance.

“So, Cassie, how long will it take you to pack up and move yourself and the kids down here?”

Cassie shifted in her seat and took a sip of her coffee. She’d been daydreaming a bit, going over the day’s events in her mind, imagining how life would be, living down here in Virginia. She thought a bit, before responding to Hank’s question. So much had happened today, no sense making rash promises.

“If it were just myself, Hank, I’d be here in thirty-six hours.” Cassie smiled. “But I’ve got to think of Sophie and Jamie, and then there’s Thompson and Alex. Could you give me two weeks? I need to inform the twins’ school we’re moving, and find a school here. Can you tell me anything about the schools?” She asked Melissa, who was sitting quietly across from her.

Melissa nodded. “Well, the public schools here are quite good. This area around Charlottesville has plenty of academics, so there’s a vested interest in maintaining a high standard. Our kids, Robbie and Kate, both went to the schools here. Caleb, too.” She laughed. “What a terror he was! Caleb gave those teachers a devil of a time, always full of pranks. I expect some of them still wake up at night in a cold sweat because of him.”

Cassie couldn’t help but be intrigued. Hank’s veterinarian partner was beginning to sound quite entertaining. She was looking forward to meeting him.

“Do you think it’ll be a problem, enrolling Sophie and Jamie this late in the year?” Cassie asked, her mind back-tracking to the subject of her children. Things could get so complicated, with so much to organize when raising two kids.

“I’ll give John Perkins a call tomorrow. He’s the elementary school principal. He’ll know. We’ll get the details sorted out so that you’re not bogged down. In this town everyone knows each other pretty well. And Perkins is a horse person. He bought his last horse from us.”

Cassie smiled, relieved. Melissa’s last comment spoke volumes. “Well, I guess after the kids’ schooling, the next major hurdle is finding a place to live.”

Melissa rushed to answer Cassie before Hank could respond. “I’m sure Hank said that living accommodations were included in the job offer.”

Cassie nodded. Often large horse farms provided lodgings for some of their staff, the relatively modest wages they received reflecting the free housing.

“Unfortunately the cottage our trainers use only has two bedrooms. You, the twins, and your housekeeper would all be too cramped for space. So I think we’ll have to find you a bigger place. Of course, we’ll give you a housing allowance to compensate.”

Cassie shifted uncomfortably in her chair reluctant to admit to the Sawyers that she had more than enough in her bank account to cover buying a house, let alone renting one. Her brother Alex’s genius with money had made it so that if she chose, she could spend the rest of her life lying about, popping chocolate bonbons into her mouth. Not that she was remotely interested in that kind of pampered lifestyle. But admitting to that kind of wealth was simply too awkward.

She asked instead, “Would you know anyone who might be renting, or is there a broker I can call?”

Melissa checked to see if Hank had been paying close attention to the conversation. Clearly not. He was leaning back in his chair, savoring the last of his coffee, leaving it up to the women to handle the problem of living arrangements.

“Actually, it just so happens I’ve come up with an idea that’ll be a great solution. You can rent Caleb Wells’s house.” Ignoring the sudden sound of Hank choking on his coffee, Melissa continued brightly, “Caleb’s parents were our next-door neighbors. They live about a five minutes’ drive from here. Did Hank mention to you what good friends we are with Caleb’s parents?” When Cassie shook her head, Melissa elaborated, tucking her feet under her chair to avoid Hank’s repeated attempts to nudge . . . no, kick—her shins.

“Well, we’ve known Mark and Susan forever. Our kids and Caleb all played together, even though Caleb’s a few years younger than Robbie and Kate. He tagged along just like a kid brother. It was great for Kate. It gave her someone to boss around after she’d been on the receiving end from Robbie.”

Cassie smiled. She’d been the youngest of three so she remembered well what it was like to be tormented by older siblings.

“Anyway the Wells’s house is just down the road a bit. A lovely place, with lots of room for the kids to run around, both inside and out.”

Melissa didn’t give a fig if she sounded like a real estate agent with a hard sell on her mind. This afternoon, she’d decided that Cassie might just be the woman for Caleb. And she was determined to do what she could to set things in motion.

“But don’t they live there anymore?”

“Oh, no. They decided to move to a retirement community in Arizona last year. Both Mark and Susan are golf crazy.”

“What about Caleb?”

“He and his wife, Pamela, were living on the other side of town during their marriage. After they split up, Caleb moved into the carriage house that his parents had converted. It’s just behind the main house, but very private. He says the main house is too big for him all alone. He’s been meaning to rent it for some time, hasn’t he, Hank?”

“Well, yes,” Hank admitted, with all the enthusiasm of a man facing a firing squad. “He has mentioned it. But I’m not sure it’s—”

“I’m sure Caleb will be more than happy he’s Hank’s partner after all. But if there’s a problem, we’ll let you know.” Melissa finished, drowning out her husband’s words.

Hank rolled his eyes. Great. Melissa was setting them up for a mess of trouble. She was dreaming if she thought Caleb would appreciate Melissa interfering in his private life. He wasn’t about to bring up Caleb’s character faults in front of Cassie now, but Hank fully intended to talk Melissa out of this harebrained scheme the second he got her alone.

“So you think he might consider renting it to us? Should I call him?”

“Oh, no. When Hank talks to him tomorrow and tells him he’s offered you the job, I’ll be sure and ask him about the house. It should be just what you need.”

“That sounds wonderful. What a relief it’d be not to have to waste time house hunting.” She grinned. “I’d rather be riding. I want to thank you both. I’m really looking forward to working here.”

Hank and Melissa smiled in return. Hank spoke for the two of them. “We’re really pleased you’re taking the job. You’ll probably have a ton of questions for us over the next two weeks. Don’t hesitate to call. By the way are you bringing any horses with you?”

Cassie blushed. She’d completely forgotten to ask. What professionalism, she groaned to herself.

“I’ve got the twins’ two ponies. It’s no problem if you want to pasture them outside during the summer months. 

They’re both super easygoing.” Cassie paused and raked her fingers through her hair. “I’ve also got my mare, Hot Lips.” At Hank’s raised eyebrows, Cassie grinned. “Sorry. I can’t take the credit for naming her though actually it suits her to a tee. I bought her about six months ago off the race-track. She’s got more go than a locomotive. If I can just iron out her rough spots, I think she’ll have great potential.”

“Well, we’ve got room for all three of them. I think we can even find a couple of box stalls for the ponies. I’m sure they’re pretty special if you got them for the twins.”

Cassie gave Hank a smile of gratitude. Hank Sawyer was a good man. Moreover he seemed to her to be a true horseman: He was interested in all horses, not just his own. Cassie had had enough dealings in the horse world to recognize Hank was a rare breed.


Melissa wondered idly to herself whether Hank would continue talking even if she turned off the light, snuggled into his chest, and began to snore. Loudly. She sighed. Sometimes her wonderful, adorable husband was like a dog with a bone. He’d started about thirty seconds after they’d waved goodnight to Cassie, Sophie, and Jamie. He’d continued through the washing up, as they’d turned off the lights and locked up, and during the time it had taken Melissa to clean and smooth moisturizer over her face.

Hoping to distract him, she shifted onto her side and placed her hands on either side of his face. She pressed her lips against his, silencing him at least for the moment.

“Hank, darling,” she offered soothingly. “I know you’re worried about how Caleb’s going to react to Cassie.”

“That’s putting it mildly! I finally find a decent rider to work with Orion, and the whole thing’s going to come flying apart!” Hank grumbled, his hands moving instinctively to stroke her soft, round shoulders.

“Why do you think that?”

“You moving Cassie into Caleb’s house, that’s why. I’ve been racking my brains, figuring how to keep them apart, and you send her off to live next door! That’s tantamount to sending a lamb into the lion’s den. He’s going to swallow her whole.”

“Hank, honey I have a feeling you’re underestimating Cassie. She strikes me like she might be one tough cookie. I don’t think Caleb’s going to have such an easy time seducing her. Just look at the way she handled that jerk.”

“What jerk?”

“Brad the Cad,” Melissa replied, slightly exasperated. Hank didn’t always zero in on the complexities of relationships. “You remember, the man she was going to marry. A person doesn’t have to be Einstein to figure out he balked at taking on the twins. Can you believe it?”

“Definitely a creep. Didn’t I say so earlier?”

“Yes, love, you did. Anyway it’s clear Cassie’s no light-weight. Caleb’s smooth talking isn’t going to turn her head like these fluff balls he’s been seeing. And it’s darn well time Caleb learned the difference. There’s no way I’m going to let that blood-sucking witch Pamela destroy Caleb’s chance at finding a real woman.”

“Still isn’t a good idea.”

“Hank, really, there’ll be a housekeeper. I’m sure things will work out fine. Better than fine when you consider Cassie’s added ammunition.”

“What? Woman, I’ve lost you,” Hank said, shaking his head in mild aggravation.

Laughing softly, Melissa planted a lingering kiss on his lips, before whispering softly in his ear. “The twins, Hank. You know what a softie Caleb is when it comes to children. He won’t be able to think of a young, beautiful mother as one of his playthings.”

Deeply satisfied with how well things were working out with respect to Cassie Miller Melissa settled back against the plump pillows. A sigh of pleasure escaped her as Hank reached for her, pulling her into his embrace. Linking her arms around his neck, her mouth nuzzled the warm flesh at the hollow of his neck. In response, Hank moved his hands slowly down the gentle curves of her back, molding her close to his body.

Quickly losing any interest in conversation, Hank reached out, extinguishing the bedside lamp. Turning back to his wife, he began trailing kisses along her neck. “So, you think Cassie’s got ammunition? Well, sweetheart, I’m armed and dangerous.”

Her soft laughter enveloped them in the dark. “Oh, Hank, I love you so.”

With a happy grin, Hank settled himself over his beloved wife. Caleb and women be damned. He had his own woman to tend to.
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