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Part I









CHAPTER I


“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker, resonating beyond the sparse crowd in the stands to the players and their ponies on the turf. “I want to welcome you to the final match of the Jacob L. Kincaid Memorial Cup here at the Palm Beach Polo Club. Most of you knew Jake Kincaid, a seven-goal player in his prime and a loyal supporter of polo throughout his life. He was a worthy competitor and a true ambassador of the sport. His presence will be missed.” The announcer paused before continuing, the tone of his voice lifting from its serious level. “I’d like to direct your attention to the front box seats, where the Kincaid clan has gathered.”


“Not the whole clan, George!” The shouted correction came from a stylishly slim woman seated in the Kincaid box, her ash-blond hair protected from the Florida sun by a white straw hat. Even shouting to carry to the announcer’s roofed stand atop the stadium, her voice had a cultured sound, smooth and dry, like an excellent Bordeaux. “If all of us were here, we’d fill half the stands.”


Smiling spectators who knew the family chuckled. By anyone’s standards, the Kincaids were a large family, six children in all, three boys and three girls. They’d always been a boisterous, energetic group, obviously spoiled yet possessing an engaging charm that maturity enhanced. Time had thinned the ranks of that generation; Andrew, the oldest, had died tragically in Vietnam when his helicopter landed in a minefield; and Helen had been killed two years ago in a drunk-driving accident. Of course, Andrew and Helen had left their parents a brood of grandchildren to raise, and the rest had added to the number.


Informality was part of the essence of a big family, so it seemed right that the formality of this occasion should be broken by a Kincaid. And polo, for all its prestigious facade, was an informal sport, enjoyed by an elite few who considered themselves to be part of one big polo-loving family.


“You should have brought them, Luz. We could have had a full house today,” the announcer responded.


“Next time,” the elegant woman responded. Luz Kincaid Thomas had been christened Leslie, but no one called her that anymore, and hadn’t for years. She looked thirty; an unkind eye might guess thirty-seven, but people were always surprised when she admitted she was forty-two. Her skin had a fresh and youthful glow, lightly tanned by the Florida sunshine, never overexposed to be browned into leather. Many discreetly looked, but there were no scars near the hairline to betray nips and tucks taken to correct sagging flesh.


When she was a debutante, her features had been too strikingly defined, but she had matured into a beautiful woman. Age had softened the distinctive Kincaid jaw while time brought her natural brows into style to draw flattering attention to lively brown eyes, her most attractive asset.


Her shoulder-length hair, presently tied at the nape of her neck with an Italian designer silk scarf, was that indefinable natural shade between pale blond and light brown. If her hair stylist used a rinse to enhance the lighter streaks or mask the odd strands of gray, few were the wiser.


Over the years, Luz Kincaid Thomas had acquired her own sense of style and the confidence that went with it. She had everything, not just beauty and poise, but financial security, a close family, a stable marriage, and two grown children. There were minor annoyances and vague yearnings from time to time, but basically her life had an order and meaning that she found satisfying.


“Audra Kincaid is with us today—Jake’s widow,” the announcer continued, reading from his prepared notes on the proceedings. “At the conclusion of the finals match, she will be presenting the trophy, named in her husband’s memory, to the winning team. I’m glad you could be with us today, Audra.”


Out of the corner of her eye, Luz caught the motion of her mother’s hand lifting in a casually regal acknowledgment. A scattering of applause from the small crowd followed the gesture. Audra Kincaid was very much the respected and admired matriarch, and a very handsome woman even at sixty-nine. She carried her age well; Luz supposed she had inherited her own youthful appearance from her mother.


Luz turned slightly to study her mother, seated in the canvasslung lawn chair beside her. Always so impeccably dressed for the occasion, never over- or underdoing it, this time Audra Kincaid had on a short-sleeved green sundress trimmed with white piping, with a matching jacket. It was suitable for the occasion as well as for her age, yet sufficiently sporty so that others in slacks or bermuda shorts would feel comfortable around her. And the green was the color of growing things that says life goes on—even for a woman mourning a husband dead these last three months.


Did Audra mourn him? Luz felt a twinge of guilt for even wondering. No one could ever accuse Audra of not being a devoted wife and mother. But Luz couldn’t remember the last time she’d called Audra Mother. She remembered Audra had cried in her arms when the heart specialist informed them Jake Kincaid hadn’t survived the second stroke, but had it been with relief? Some said it was a blessing that he had died and not lingered, constantly needing care, but Luz wasn’t thinking of it in those terms. Had Audra been glad he died, glad she was at last free of all pretense? It seemed impossible that she still could have loved him.


Jake Kincaid had been the best father any girl could have; she’d been father-spoiled and mother-disciplined. He loved as he lived, generously. He loved power, polo, and women—not necessarily in that order. His various affairs with other women were never a secret for long. The Kincaid name was too well known, too socially prominent. What was hinted at in society columns was elaborated on by gossips.


Luz had learned what assignation meant when she was eleven years old, and not long afterward, she had understood the hurt and humiliation her mother suffered. Through most of her teen years, she had hated her father for what he was doing to her mother, then she had hated Audra for letting him do it, and maybe for being to blame.


She remembered the advice Audra had offered before her marriage to Drew Thomas: “Marriages are based on trust. A man will have his peccadilloes, even Drew, but you must trust he will always come back to you—his wife.”


Even though she had come to understand Audra’s reasoning, Luz still wondered how her mother truly felt, especially now that he was gone. She couldn’t ask. Any mention of Jake Kincaid’s indiscretions was forbidden, and his death hadn’t changed that. It was not discussed then, and certainly not now.


“… and now, I’d like to introduce the players who will be riding for the Black Oak team in the championship game.” The announcer’s voice intruded on Luz’s thoughts, and she shifted her attention to the huge, thickly turfed polo field, four times the size of a football field. Her glance skipped past the four helmeted riders in black jerseys and white breeches and scanned their four opponents in blue jerseys. Her pride swelled when she found the lanky rider wearing the numeral 1 on the back of his jersey: long hair, the same shade as her own, curled well over his collar, and his mallet held upright in a position of readiness.


“Where is Drew?” The question from Audra briefly distracted Luz’s attention. “He’s going to miss the start of the game.”


“He’s waiting outside for Phil Eberly and someone else from his office. They must be late.” Luz glanced in the general direction of the stadium entrance, but the familiar silvered head of her husband wasn’t in sight. “If they don’t show up soon, I’m sure he’ll come to watch the opening toss.”


“Bill Thorndyke, probably. He enjoys watching polo.”


“What?” Her concentration had returned to the field for the introduction of the next four players, lined up facing the stands in numerical order, so Luz was slow to follow Audra’s meaning. “No. Bill Thorndyke isn’t coming. It’s some new attorney who’s just joined the law firm. A woman. You remember how much hassle Drew had with the Equal Opportunity Office, so he’s giving her the royal treatment.”


She passed on the information with the degree of vagueness with which she usually regarded the inner workings of the law firm Thomas, Thorndyke & Wall—except when she was expected to entertain a client. If clients were that important, she usually knew them or their family. She was intelligent, but she was by no means a “brain.” She had her bachelor’s degree in liberal arts from the University of Virginia, but she knew she had passed by the skin of her teeth. One of the requisites she had sought in a husband was that he had to be smarter than she was. Drew was.


“… and now for the opposing team, it seems fitting somehow that one of the teams competing for the Jacob Kincaid Memorial Cup in this finals match should be Jake’s old team, the Blue Chips. And keeping the Kincaid polo-playing tradition alive is his grandson, Rob Kincaid Thomas, playing the Number One position.”


Applause sounded through the stands, but the cheering came from the Kincaid box, and Luz was loudest of them all as he cantered the steel-gray forward when his name was called. The crowd’s reaction nearly drowned out the rest of the announcer’s words.


“… riding the gray gelding that’s familiar to a lot of you, Jake Kincaid’s top mount, Stonewall. Watch this boy. He’s only nineteen and already has a two-goal handicap.”


Audra pursed her lips in a subtle gesture of disapproval that Luz remembered well from childhood. “He should have saved the gray for the last chukkar. Jake always did.”


“I suggested the gray to lead off the match,” Luz stated, the smile freezing on her lips while she continued to applaud for her son. “That gray horse is as steady as his name. He’ll settle Rob’s nerves and get him into the rhythm of the game.”


“We’ll see.” Which meant “I know better.”


“Besides, by the time they start the sixth chukkar, the gray will be rested enough for Rob to ride him again if he has to.” Even though confident of her own judgment, Luz was annoyed by this need to convince Audra she was right, an obvious remnant of their former parent/child relationship.


Her sister, Mary Kincaid Carpenter, older than Luz by two years, leaned forward to remark to both, “You can sure tell which team is the favorite. Listen to the way they’re clapping for our side.”


Luz nodded, then turned her head slightly without taking her eyes off the field, where the riders were squaring off. “If you’d ever get all your children together in one place and on horseback, we could have a whole league of our own.”


It was a family joke; she and her stockbroker husband had twelve children. An even dozen and no more, Mary had often said after the birth of the last, quick to add she had married a Carpenter, not a baker. Only three were still living at home; the rest were at prep school, college, married, or on their own.


Just keeping track of where they all were was a feat in itself, and a family gathering could turn into a logistical nightmare. Luz often marveled at her older sister’s ability to juggle everything and still find time to attend functions like this and cheer her nephews or nieces. Of course this was a special occasion, a tribute to their father as well.


Mary had inherited his larger bone structure. Never pretty, she was a handsome woman, like their mother, and the pace of a big family kept her slender, in spite of birthing twelve children. Without a doubt, Luz was closer to Mary than she was to their oldest brother, Frank, or the baby of the family, Michael. Happiness radiated from within Mary; that’s where her beauty lay. Sometimes Luz envied her that.


“Don’t wish polo ponies on me, Luz. We already have three horses, two Shetlands, four dogs, and I don’t know how many cats. I don’t mind the children’s leaving home, but I wish they’d take their pets with them instead of letting me look after them,” Mary stated with little genuine complaint. She leaned back as a mounted umpire, one of two on the field, rode to his position for the throw-in to start the game.


Viewed from the sidelines, the beginning of a polo match always seemed a scene of confusion. The eight players, four riders on each team, were clustered on their respective sides of midfield, more or less angled to face the umpire, depending on the nervous prancing of their horses and the individual jockeying for no apparent advantage over another. Into this narrow gauntlet between opposing teams of horses and riders, the umpire tossed a white ball measuring the regulation three and one-quarter inches in diameter. Luz lost sight of it almost immediately amid the legs of horses with their colorful protective sandowns bandages and the hooking sticks going for the ball. She didn’t see the actual hit that knocked it free of the tangle, just the white ball bouncing down the center of the field toward the opponent’s goal.


Horses and riders shot after it. A black-shirted player had the angle on the ball, and his forward teammate spurred his horse toward the posts, breaking away from the slower-reacting blue defensive back. Racing hooves drummed the ground as Luz watched the near-perfect form of the black rider’s swing and silently hoped the mallet would miss the ball. It didn’t.


The ball sailed in a long, lobbing pass, landing sixty yards downfield in perfect position for the free-running Black Oak forward to knock it between the goalposts. The first chukkar was less than a minute old and already the score was Black Oak one, Blue Chips zero.


Mary gave Luz a consoling pat on the shoulder. “That was just luck. Wait until our guys get going.”


But the announcer had a different opinion. “Martin gets the score for Black Oak after a brilliant pass by Raul Buchanan. Plays like that are what earned that Argentine his nine-goal handicap. Looks like the Blue Chip players are going to have their hands full this afternoon.”


Her glance picked out the black-shirted professional, riding his horse back to midfield for the throw-in that followed a score. The white numeral 3 on his back referred to the position he played on the team, a defensive back and play maker, usually given to the team captain and most skilled member of the group.


Polo teams were almost always a mixture of amateur and professional riders, with certain exceptions, but the enlistment of this Argentine star’s services indicated how badly Chester Martin, sponsor of and player on the Black Oak team, wanted to win.


A high-goal polo player had to be an expert horseman, and from Luz’s own riding experience she knew this man was one. At any given moment, he knew without looking which hoof was on the ground and which was lifting, where the horse’s center of balance was, and what its attitude was. He could sense it and feel it through his legs and the reins.


At this distance, there was little Luz could discern about the man himself except that he had a rider’s trimly muscled build, narrow-hipped and wide-shouldered. The white polo helmet and faceguard increased the difficulty in distinguishing any features, but now that Luz had sized up the main opposition, her attention shifted to her son as he rode up to the midline bisecting the three-hundred-yard-long field.


The quick score against his team appeared to have eliminated the anxious jitters Rob usually suffered in the early minutes of a game; he looked settled and calm, ready for serious play. Luz smiled faintly, pleased with his developing maturity. He was outgrowing those abrupt mood swings from high to low and back again that had marked his early teens.


“There’s Drew coming now.” At her mother’s announcement Luz turned, hearing an unspoken reminder that Audra had warned he would miss the start of the game.


As far as Audra Kincaid was concerned, good manners dictated punctuality, and there was no excuse for tardiness. Luz could remember the raging argument she’d had with her mother when she was seventeen and wanted to arrive fashionably late to a party. On reflection, Luz realized that it hadn’t quite been a raging argument; she had raged, but her mother had never raised her voice, and the argument had been lost. The lesson had been learned well, Luz realized, because she was rarely late for any appointment now.


And Drew was rarely on time, which was a constant source of annoyance to her. As he approached the box, she could see there wasn’t a glimmer of regret that he had missed the opening play of the match even though he knew how important this game was to Rob.


Smothering that flash of resentment, Luz reminded herself of his good qualities as a provider, father, and husband. He was still an attractive man, distinguished with those silver tufts in his dark hair, proud of the way he’d kept his shape by playing a lot of tennis and golf instead of turning into the round butterball Mary’s husband had become.


His thriving law career took a lot of his time, and even when they did spend time together, they didn’t talk much, but after being married for nearly twenty-one years, they knew just about everything there was to know about each other, so what was there to discuss? Politics? The weather? The children? A recap of the day’s happenings? Luz didn’t mind the silences. She supposed they were what writers described as “comfortable” ones.


“I see his guests finally arrived.” Audra’s observation prompted Luz to glance at the couple following Drew to the box. Her first glimpse of the woman startled Luz. This strikingly lovely brunette with her curious eyes and laughing smile did not fit the mental picture Luz had of a female lawyer, with a prim mouth and black-rimmed glasses. Drew had failed to mention how beautiful she was. Surely in the month she’d been with the firm he had noticed that little detail.


Immediately, Luz detected the catty tone of her thoughts and suppressed it. She wasn’t going to play the role of a jealous wife just because her husband had hired some pretty young thing to work in his office. She had her suspicions that Drew had stepped out on her in the past. They’d only been one-night stands. Every man she knew indulged in those, given the opportunity. But Drew had never kept a mistress, she was sure of that.


“I remember that Eberly boy now,” Audra murmured to Luz. “He’s the bachelor that gave Mary’s Barbara such a rush last fall.”


“Yes.” Luz couldn’t ignore the relief she felt when she finally noticed the handsome junior partner in the law firm. Tall and dark, definitely Harvard, he could have been a Madison Avenue model for a rising young attorney.


As the three late arrivals entered the ringed enclosure, the polo match resumed play. Courtesy dictated that Luz ignore the action on the field in order to meet Drew’s guests. Drew offered an excuse about traffic for their tardiness, for Audra’s benefit.


“I hope we didn’t miss much,” the brunette said, smiling. She was very poised yet disarmingly open and friendly.


“The game has barely started,” Luz assured her graciously.


Drew took over the formal introductions. “Audra, I’d like you to meet the newest member of my staff, Miss Claudia Baines. This is Audra Kincaid.”


“It is a privilege to meet you, Mrs. Kincaid.” Claudia Baines extended a hand in greeting, not showing any awe of the Kincaid dowager. Luz wondered if she knew how closely she was being inspected, her scarlet-and-white slack suit judged as to line and fit, the soft cut of her dark hair examined for faddish extreme. The appraisal points were numerous, but all reviewed in the sweep of an eye.


“And, of course, you remember Phil Eberly from the firm.” Drew stepped aside to allow room for the young lawyer to present himself to Audra Kincaid.


“Yes, we’ve met before.” And her comment to Luz had been that the young man was “too full of himself.”


That had been her opinion of Drew twenty-two years ago. At the time, the Bridgeport Thomases were an old and socially acceptable family with little money and a lot of hubris. Determined to make it on his own, he had refused Jake Kincaid’s offer to work in the legal department of his investment banking company. Over the years, Luz had often wondered if Drew ever guessed how many of his high-paying clients in those earlier years had been referred to him by Jake Kincaid. Not that they had ever struggled, since she had her own money, her own inheritance from her grandfather—and even more now that Jake was gone.


Then it was her turn to meet Claudia Baines. The sparkling zest in those wide hazel eyes made it easy for Luz to smile back at her. She reminded Luz of her daughter; that youthful optimism was contagious. After the usual exchange of pleasantries, with the rumble of pounding hoofbeats and the crack of locking mallets in the background, Drew started to extend the introductions to the back row of the boxed area, where Mary, her husband, and three of their children were seated. She waved aside the attempt with a good natured “Down in front. It can wait until this first chukkar is over.”


“Sit in the front row.” Luz motioned to the empty chairs one level down from the ones she and her mother occupied. “You’ll be able to see better.”


The chair on her immediate right was vacant. Drew paused beside it, bending toward her and nodding his head in the direction of his two guests taking their seats in front of her. “I’d better sit with them so I can explain the rudiments of the game.”


“Of course.” Her attention was already attempting to shift to the action on the field, but Drew was blocking her line of sight and Rob’s team appeared to be near the goal. Behind her, Mary groaned in disappointment. “What happened?”


“Rob’s shot went wide of the goal. That Argie forced him to take a bad angle.” The ball had gone out of bounds along the backline, and the riders were pulling in their ponies to regroup. “Black Oak will have the knock-in.”


“Where’s Trisha?” Drew turned in his chair to ask about their daughter.


“At the picket line, where else?” Luz glanced toward the end of the field, where the additional polo ponies waited for their chukkar of play. “As Rob says, who needs a groom when you have a sister?”


“Our seventeen-year-old is horse-crazy,” Drew explained to his guests, and Luz noticed that the brunette occupied the middle chair, between the two men. “I suppose I shouldn’t complain. The time to start worrying is when she discovers boys.”


“She knows about them.” Luz didn’t doubt that for a minute, although she refrained from reminding Drew that Trisha would be eighteen in a short two months. And Trisha wasn’t horsecrazy. It was the action on the sideline she preferred to the inaction of the grandstand seats. “If you’re going to worry, worry about when she discovers men.”


“That’s not fair, Luz,” Phil Eberly protested, then leaned a shoulder closer to Claudia Baines’s chair. “She makes us sound evil, and we’re not, are we?”


But she appeared not to hear him, directing all her attention to the field. “Which one is your son, Mr. Thomas?”


“Let’s see, he’s …”


When Luz heard the uncertainty in her husband’s voice, she pointed him out. “He’s on the blue team, riding a gray horse.”


“The gray horse, that’s easy to spot,” Drew said and smiled. “Usually she tells me something like ‘He’s riding the bay horse with the white snip on its nose.’ Out of the eight horses on the field, ten counting the two umpires, half of them will be a bay or brown color. And who can see its nose?” The obvious dilemma such a description created drew a warm, infectious laugh from Claudia. A part of Luz listened to the conversation going on in front of her while she focused on the game. The black team controlled the knock-in and moved it toward midfield. “Of course, Luz is more familiar with the horses than I am. She exercises them and helps our son keep them in condition.”


“Do you ride?”


“No, I’m no horseman.” On the field, shouts and absent curses mingled with the grunts of straining horses, the clank of bridle chain, and the groan of leather. Digging hooves threw divots of turf into the air as the horses were directed by their riders into tight reverses, sharp turns, and hard gallops after a backhanded ball. “Now, Luz comes by it naturally. She was born and raised in Virginia, rode in the hunt clubs while she was growing up. Do you follow horseracing, Miss Baines?”


“No, it isn’t one of my vices.” She sounded playful, but Luz couldn’t tell whether she was being deliberately provocative.


“Then you probably have never heard of Hopeworth Farm. It’s a large Thoroughbred breeding farm in Virginia, owned by the Kincaid family.”


“Really? I knew he controlled several financial institutions and insurance companies, but—”


“—and a large brokerage firm and a lot of real estate along the East and West Coasts plus a few points in between.” Drew had lowered his voice and Luz could barely catch his words. “And Hopeworth Farm was the start of the family fortune. The first Kincaid to come to Virginia arrived shortly after the Civil War and bought the former plantation for back taxes. In those days, I believe they called such people ‘carpetbaggers.’ He bought more land, started a bank, and ended up making a lot of money from the South’s misery.”


Everything Drew said was public knowledge. No dark family secrets had been related. Yet Luz was surprised that he told the story so freely, with no prompting for information. He spoke as if he were an outsider repeating gossip instead of a member of the family, albeit through marriage.


A whistle sounded across the arena. “What does that mean?” Claudia Baines asked when the play continued without a break in action.


“It’s a warning to the players that only thirty seconds are left to be played in the chukkar,” Drew replied just ahead of the announcer’s explanation.


“I might as well ask: What’s a chukkar?” The admission of ignorance carried refreshing candor and a trace of self-mockery.


“A polo game is divided usually into six periods—or chukkars—each seven minutes long. Like quarters in football and basketball.” The whistle was blown again, signaling the end of the first period of play.


“Now what happens?” She watched the riders trotting their blowing horses off the field toward their respective picket lines, where the fresh mounts were tied.


“The players change ponies and tack, if they don’t have an extra saddle and bridle. There’s usually time for a quick conference and something to drink before the next chukkar starts. There’s a longer rest break between the third and fourth chukkar—halftime, I guess.”


The scoreboard indicated Black Oak had the lead over the blue team by four to one. Luz removed the binoculars from the case by her feet and held them up to her eyes. After locating Rob’s picket, she adjusted the focus to zero in on her son.


With methodical and meticulous care, he checked the tack on the sorrel horse, all saddled and waiting for him. Then he went over his equipment with the same deliberation, ignoring -the chestnut-haired girl impatiently waiting for him to drink the Gatorade from the cup in her hand.


It wasn’t fair to call Trisha a girl anymore. She had outgrown the coltish angles of her early teens, her slim figure rounding out nicely. She was fun-loving, outgoing, outspoken—too out-spoken, Luz thought sometimes, venturing opinions without being asked, which didn’t rank her too favorably in Audra’s book. But Jake had loved that about her, calling her spirited instead of sassy. Luz often said Trisha had been born knowing her own mind and speaking it.


She wasn’t like Rob, who was so moody, sensitive, and indrawn, a fierce competitor with himself, yet so well-mannered. Her son had the long hair, but her daughter was the rebel. Through the magnifying lenses of the binoculars, she watched him take a swig of the thirst-quenching liquid, then swing into the saddle. Trisha handed him the polo stick, shaped like a croquet mallet with a long handle.


“Why do they call them ponies? They look like horses to me,” Claudia Baines commented, and Luz laid the binoculars in her lap, observing that the woman had a never-ending supply of questions for Drew, and he didn’t seem to mind.


“It’s a holdover from the early days of polo, the turn of the century. Back then, the rules stated the players had to ride horses fourteen hands high or smaller—pony-size, in other words. Times changed, the rules changed, the horses got bigger, but the name stuck—they still refer to them as polo ponies.”


The players took the field while a sea breeze stirred the tops of the palm trees that formed a tropical backdrop for the turfed playing area. The second chukkar began without fanfare, but the Black Oak team immediately set a swift pace. Time and time again, the blue players were caught flat-footed or out of position under the merciless drive of their opponents. Three goals were scored to their one, and that one came on a fluke when Tex Renecke’s horse accidentally ran over the ball and knocked it between the goalposts. They fared little better in the third chukkar. At the midway point in the game, the score stood at eight to three in favor of the opponents.


During the lull in the action, Drew finished the introductions. Then Ross suggested that he and the children fetch drinks for everyone from the lounge concession. Luz noticed the look Drew directed at Phil Eberly just before the junior partner volunteered to go with Carpenter.


After they left the private box, Audra Kincaid turned her attention on the dark-haired guest and smiled warmly. “Tell me what your impressions are of your first polo match, Miss Baines. Is it what you expected?” Her interest was genuine. She never asked a question if she didn’t want to hear the answer.


“It’s confusing,” Claudia admitted ruefully. “I know the objective is to hit the ball between the goalposts to score—as in hockey or soccer—but it all happens so fast that half the time I don’t know where to look or why.”


“Part of the confusion lies in the fact that every time a team scores, they change goals. A novice to the game sometimes has the impression goals can be scored at either end by the teams, which isn’t true,” Audra explained.


“It is a fast game, though,” Drew agreed with Claudia’s previous assessment. “I sometimes have the feeling that I’m watching a cavalry charge from one end of the field to the other. It’s a game that requires highly skilled players—and horses. When you put it in simple terms, it sounds impossible. A man astride a galloping horse is expected to accurately hit a ball only three and a quarter inches in diameter roughly seven feet away from his shoulder with a stick somewhere around fifty inches long that has a mallet head maybe nine inches long. Now when you add that the player has to hit a moving target from a moving horse, and control both at the same time, you see that a player has to be a combination daredevil, stunt rider, billiard player, and juggler. And there’s generally two or three other players close by with the same idea who will try to get in your way or beat you to it.”


“Don’t forget the horse,” Luz spoke up. “Some professionals claim a horse is seventy-five percent of the game. You see, Miss Baines, a polo pony is asked to do things that go totally against its instincts. It is trained to not swerve away from an oncoming horse. A pony is expected to stop suddenly out of a dead run, turn sharply, and within two strides, be in a hard gallop or maneuver in close quarters with another horse while mallets swing all around its legs for the ball. But more than that, the pony is expected to do that nonstop for seven minutes. And, as you said, it all happens so fast.”


A small frown creased her forehead as she thoughtfully considered their collective assessment. “It sounds dangerous.”


“It is.” Drew chuckled, the sound coming from low in his throat, while he studied the young woman with an indulgent look. “Those horses weigh anywhere from twelve to fifteen hundred pounds, close to a ton adding the rider. They travel at speeds of twenty-five to thirty miles an hour. When they collide, even in a legal bump, the impact has brought more than one horse down.”


With a mild shake of her head, Claudia glanced at the distant players resting by the picket lines. Most were either lounging wearily in lawn chairs or sprawling on the lush carpet of thick green grass. “Why do they do it?”


“That’s easy.” Luz laughed, and her ear caught the differences in sound between the low, cultured ring of her own and Claudia’s light, melodious laughter. Hers had been like that before she learned to temper her bold feelings, to develop that indefinable aura her mother called “class.” And class was never dull. “People play polo because it is fast, dangerous, and exciting, always testing one’s skill to discover the limits—then go one step beyond them. It’s addictive. It challenges a player’s nerve, his courage. More basic than that, I think it brings out the competitive drive in a person. It’s a game with winners and losers, and a rider plays to win—for the sheer glory of winning.”


“Don’t they get anything for it? A prize or something?” Claudia sounded puzzled and vaguely surprised by the possibility as she turned to direct her question to Drew.


“Usually just a trophy. There are a few high-goal tournaments now that offer a cash prize, but very few.” His attention was naturally centered on the brunette as he answered. Luz noticed the animation in his expression and knew it wasn’t polo that had generated the lively interest in his dark eyes. He didn’t care about the sport unless Rob was playing. “It’s strictly a hobby—and an expensive one when you consider how much it costs to stable, feed, and maintain a string of polo ponies. Rob has—what? Fifteen horses now?” He glanced to Luz to confirm the number, and she nodded affirmatively.


“I suppose it’s another case of if you have to ask how much, you can’t afford it,” Claudia responded with a smiling grimace. Drew laughed, and he wasn’t a man who laughed often.


“What did I miss?” Phil Eberly led the returning, drinkladen entourage into the private box. He flashed a dazzling smile at Claudia, but she didn’t appear bowled over by his flattering attention or virile looks.


“Nothing. Just small talk—polo talk.” She took her iced drink from his hand and turned away. Luz noticed his mouth tighten to suppress a ripple of irritation before he forced it into a stiff smile. She had the impression he was getting nowhere fast with Claudia, and Phil Eberly wasn’t accustomed to rejection. “I suppose I sound like a curious child always asking questions, but …” She paused as the other drinks were passed around and Drew received his glass.


“Go ahead,” Drew prompted the question he guessed was coming.


“I don’t understand this business about goals and how many a player has. The announcer has said that some have six or three, but the score isn’t that high.”


“I’m sure the announcer was referring to a player’s rating. Our son, for instance, is rated as a two-goal player. It’s a handicap system, similar to golf, based on a player’s skills. Except in golf, the better the player, the lower his handicap, whereas in polo, the opposite is true. The better players are given higher ratings, with the top being a perfect ten.”


“There’s only a handful of ten-god players in the entire world,” Luz added. “Until recently, there weren’t any U.S. players with a ten-goal rating. That elite group has been predominantly from Britain, Argentina, and Mexico, although India and Europe have been represented, too.”


“Do women play polo?”


“Yes. As a matter of fact, there are several women’s leagues in the United States, but you don’t often find mixed teams … unless it’s a family tournament.” Luz sipped at her drink, using the plastic straw. The wide straw brim of her hat briefly blocked the woman’s face from her view.


“Have you ever played polo, Mrs. Thomas?”


“Yes. In college.” As she lifted her head, she wondered at her failure to insist on being called Luz. Usually she felt the stodgy “Mrs. Thomas” had always belonged to Drew’s mother, not to her. She thought of herself as Luz Kincaid Thomas, distinct and separate, even though his mother had passed away ten years ago. ‘Then I married Drew, and the children came along. After that, I played only occasionally … in family tournaments with my father or with Rob and Trisha when they were younger. Now I mainly help Rob practice by hitting balls to him.”


“It all sounds exciting,” Claudia conceded while reserving a measure of doubt. “But I think I’ll stick to tennis.”


“I’ll go along with that,” Drew agreed warmly.


For an instant, Luz saw her husband through Claudia’s eyes. Things she hadn’t noticed in years were suddenly clear—the wide, square jaw, the deep cleft in his chin, the slight hook in his long nose, the rich tanned skin, and the dark eyes that could make you believe you were the only person in the room when he looked at you … the way he was looking at Claudia now.


Luz had never considered him to be handsome. That was a word she reserved for men like Phil Eberly, but she suddenly realized Phil’s looks were too smooth and superficial. He lacked the character lines that gave depth and interest to Drew’s face. Her husband was a very attractive man, and she felt a surge of pride that he belonged to her.


Behind her, Mary summoned her twelve-year-old daughter. “Anne, come sit down. They’re getting ready to start the game.”


As the blond adolescent hopped off her perch atop the iron rail surrounding the private box, Luz shifted in her chair to redirect her attention toward the polo field. The rest followed suit to watch the resumption of play.


The strategy of the Blue Chips team was apparent to Luz the minute they gained possession of the ball and she saw the Number Four player join the attack, instead of cautiously lagging behind his teammates in case their opponents stole the ball. The role of the Number Four player was defensive. If he made an offensive play, then another rider temporarily assumed his defensive position. But not this time. Her son’s team was going all out, taking risks in a desperate attempt to even up the score.


The pace was fast and furious, and the Black Oak team appeared rattled, committing three fouls during the chukkar, which gave the blue team two penalty shots from the forty-yard line and the third from the sixty.


By the end of the fourth period, the Kincaid team had closed the gap until only two points separated them. Luz thought Rob and his teammates had a good chance.


But the rally was broken in the fifth. Luz gave most of the credit for the Black Oak team’s resurgence to the blood bay horse the Argentine player rode. Its reflexes were lightning-quick, and its speed left the other horses far behind. More than once during that next-to-last period, Luz saw the gleaming bay come streaking out of nowhere and overtake a blue rider to spoil a goal shot or a pass.


The final chukkar was anticlimactic. Black Oak had won the game in the fifth, but they wound up with a score of fourteen to nine. Luz could taste Rob’s bitter disappointment as he congratulated the winners, then rode off the field. He had wanted to win the Kincaid Trophy. She knew he’d blame himself for his own inadequacies in the game and not make any allowances for his youth. To him, a Kincaid should win the Kincaid Trophy. Losing it was like losing the family honor.


“Poor Rob.” Her sister laid a consoling hand on Luz’s shoulder.


“I know. He’ll be practicing his swing and hitting balls every spare minute for the next two weeks.” Luz knew the way he punished himself when he failed at whatever he set out to do.


“Be sure to tell Rob for me that he played very well, Luz.” Audra Kincaid stood up, her action prompting the others to do the same. “He didn’t let us down at all. Now it’s my dubious privilege to present the trophy to the winners. Ross, would you escort me to the circle?” It was a command, not a request, as they all knew, and Mary’s husband moved forward to take her arm and guide her out of the box.


Luz wasn’t interested in watching the presentation ceremony, so she turned her back on it to gather her purse, binoculars, and camera. She knew Chester Martin would be gloating over the victory. The polo rivalry between Martin and Jake Kincaid had bordered on a feud these last years before her father’s stroke. Now Martin had won.


A hand touched her arm. “Excuse me, Mrs. Thomas.” The voice belonged to Claudia Baines. Luz swung around, adjusting the knotted sleeves of the teal-blue sweater tied around her neck. “I know your mother will be tied up for a while with the presentation and pictures. Please tell her how honored I was to have met her. Phil and I must be going. I wanted you to know how much I enjoyed this afternoon, and I’m sorry your son’s team didn’t win.”


“Why don’t you and Phil have drinks with us at the club, then dinner later?” Drew suggested as he moved to Luz’s side.


A playful mockery glittered in the look Claudia directed at Luz. “He asks, knowing that tomorrow morning he’s going to want to review the final draft of a complicated merger contract.” She smiled at him. “I’d like to join you, but I have a lot of work waiting for me. I promise I will attend your party next Saturday night, though. Thank you for the invitation, Mrs. Thomas.”


“Not at all.” Luz had no recollection of Claudia Baines’s name on the invitation list, but she concealed her surprise.


“Goodbye, then.”


“Wait just a minute and I’ll walk you to your car,” Drew told the pair, then turned to Luz. “Will you be going to see Rob?”


“Yes.” Luz nodded, frowning slightly. They usually went together after a game.


“When you’re through, come back to the lounge. I’ll meet you there for drinks,” he said as he moved away from her.


“Okay.” She returned his smile, but it faded when he turned away and walked with his guests toward the parking lot. She watched them leave, noting that Drew’s arm rested lightly on the brunette’s shoulders. It had been draped behind her chair through most of the game. Determinedly, Luz shrugged away the vague sense of unease.


“I understand she’s been with the firm only a month.” Mary was standing next to her.


“Yes.” Luz hastily picked up her things, thinking that sisters could sometimes be too close. “She’s new to the area, so Drew is introducing her around, trying to make her feel welcome.”


“Men always make you wonder whether they’d go to so much trouble if she wasn’t pretty.”


“Probably not.”


“That Argentine’s bay horse was named Best-Playing Pony,” Mary said, and Luz appreciated the change of subject.


“I’m not surprised.” She had missed the announcement. Her glance strayed to the cluster of people crowded around the presentation area. The ceremony itself was over, and all but one black-shirted rider were walking their sweat-glistening horses back to the picket lines. Chester Martin remained behind to have several photographs preserve the moment when Audra Kincaid had given him the large brass trophy cup. “Are you coming with me to the stables?” Luz asked her sister.


“I’ll wait for them,” she said, indicating her mother and husband. “We’ll see you at the lounge.”


After slipping her purse and the leather cases containing her camera and field glasses into her straw tote bag for easy carrying, Luz left the stands and skirted the presentation area crowded with its celebrants, photographers, and club officials. Groundsmen were busy replacing the divots to put the polo field back in playing condition, restoring the uniform thickness of grass as if a tense contest had never taken place there.





CHAPTER II


Since Rob had dismounted at the picket line at the end of the game, he hadn’t said one word. Trisha was getting tired of her brother’s grim silence. She sponged out the pony’s mouth while Rob unfastened the safety girth over the saddle.


“Rob, will you stop acting like the whole world is on your shoulders?” She resisted the impulse to throw the wet sponge at him and dropped it in the water bucket instead. “It was only a game, for heaven’s sake!”


His teal-blue polo shirt was plastered to his back by perspiration. It made ringlets of his long, sandy hair. He lifted the saddle and pad off the horse’s back and turned to glare at her. “Who the hell asked you?”


“He speaks,” she murmured sarcastically and rested her hands on her hips, a stance that held a challenge. But Rob simply walked around her, carrying his saddle and pad, and depositing them on the ground beside the damp martingale, polo helmet, mallets, and whip.


“Take the bandage off his tail.”


“Do it yourself!” She hated it when he bossed her around in that tone she called his Kincaid voice. “You’re a royal bastard, you know that?”


He crossed to the sorrel’s hindquarters and began removing the bandage that bound its tail to prevent it from interfering with a swinging mallet. His glance skimmed her from the twisted sweatband around her rust-brown hair down the front of her horse-stained T-shirt to the faded denim of her tight jeans and the scuffed, manure-dirty, but expensive leather boots.


“You look like a Texas shitkicker,” he retorted contemptuously.


“What do you expect me to wear around these horses of yours?” Trisha demanded angrily. “They’re always butting their heads up against me or slobbering all over me. I’m not about to let them ruin my good clothes! It isn’t my fault you gave Jimmy Ray the day off,” she said, referring to the regular groom.


“Hey, I never asked you to help with the horses. That was your idea!” He jabbed a finger in her direction. “I can always find a groom!”


“Sure you can. You’re a Kincaid. You can get anything you want!” She mocked his arrogance.


“That isn’t what I meant at all,” Rob muttered under his breath. He balled up the unrolled bandage in his hand and hurled it at the rest of his equipment on the ground. “When Grandmother Kincaid sees you like that, she’ll have a fit.”


“So? I won’t let her see me.” The solution was simple.


“Yeah, but she’ll hear about it. You could wear something nicer, Trish. Other people around here know you. Don’t you care what they think when they see a—”


“I know,” she interrupted. “A Kincaid. Everybody seems to have conveniently forgotten that I’m a Thomas, too. Why are you so hung-up on this?”


“I don’t know.” He combed his fingers through his hair in a defeated gesture. “I guess it’s the game. I wanted to win that cup.”


“All of us wanted you to,” Trisha reminded him.


Anger and impatience returned to his expression as he dismissed her answer. “I can’t expect you to understand,” he muttered thickly.


“Why?” She hated it when he adopted this intellectually superior attitude.


“I’m a Kincaid!” His angry declaration indicated that was a sufficient explanation.


“So what? You aren’t the only one on this earth—we have relations by the score!”


He turned and leaned against the horse’s hot flanks, draping his arms over its sweaty back. “But I’m the one who was playing today.” His voice was low, almost muffled, and cutting in its self-condemnation.


Her anger faded. Fights between them were frequent, sometimes initiated by a lot of goading on Trisha’s part usually when she was fed up with the damned noble ideas he’d get in his head. But she could rarely stay mad at him for long. She crossed to the horse and stood beside it, leaning a shoulder against the sorrel’s withers and folding her arms in front of her. At five inches over five feet she was nearly six inches shorter than her brother, but she was never conscious of it. The air she breathed was strong with the earthy smell of horse, an aroma she’d always liked.


“Rob, there were three other players on your team today. Two of them had five- and six-goal handicaps. They made mistakes out there. You weren’t the only one.”


“I should have played better.” He dug the toe of his boot into the grass as he made the critical assessment.


“Rob, loosen up!” Trisha declared in exasperation.


He turned his head to look at her. The expression on his raw-boned features was so earnest and intense it was almost frightening. “You don’t know what it’s like to play serious polo, do you? It’s just a game on horseback to you, isn’t it? It’s position, always position.”


Trisha stopped him before he could go further in his lecture on polo tactics. “Don’t get serious on me. I can only take so much of your heavy thinking.”


Rob pushed away from the sorrel pony and reached for the sweat scraper. “I have to practice more.”


She mussed his hair, flattened by the helmet, as he swiped the scraper over the horse’s wet back, then dodged his upraised arm when it attempted to knock her hand aside. “All work and no play makes Rob a very dull boy.”


“Now, that’s original, Trish,” he mocked. “I guess that platitude makes you the life of the party.” His mouth quirked in a rare smile that assured her he wasn’t angry.


“I’m certainly not going to tell you!” She laughed. “You’d feel honor-bound to tell Luz.”


Rob shook his head in mild amazement. “How’d I get such a hellion for a sister?”


“Retribution, dear brother, for being so perfect.” She jabbed at his ribs in a playful poke. “You’re not perfect, you know. What you need is a hot shower and some good sex. They’re guaranteed to take your mind off whatever troubles you think you have.” Trisha laughed at his startled expression and slapped him on the rump as she walked away. “While you think about that, I’ll take Clover, Stony, and Hank back to the trailer, then come back for the others.”


Rob watched her untie the three horses and back them away from the picket line. As brother and sister they didn’t really get along together very well. Even though Rob was a year and a half older than Trisha, she had never deferred to him as an older brother. Because Rob had been held back a year in grammar school, they were at the same grade level, and Trisha thought of herself as more mature than Rob. Vinegar and oil was the comparison Trisha used; you can shake them together, but they always separate.


Feeling the fatigue and strain of exertion, he stretched the tight muscles in his shoulders with a flexing shrug, still knotted from the game’s tension. The hot shower part of Trisha’s advice sounded good. He reddened slightly under his tan, acknowledging to himself that the second part did as well. Still, it bothered him to hear her talk about sex—maybe because he knew how guys were with girls. And maybe because it was all right for him to make it with somebody else’s sister, but nobody’d better do it with his.


He frowned, vaguely disturbed. About the only time he felt right about anything was on the polo field—with a horse under him and the juices pumping. He loved that tight, high feeling when all his senses were sharpened and his heart was somewhere in his throat. Maybe that was the problem. He got so up before the game, and high during it, that when he came crashing down it was a long way to the bottom. He stared trancelike at the scraper as he dragged it across the horse’s sweat-wet back. He was good at polo—not as good as he could be, but he had potential. And he was determined to realize it fully.


That’s where the contradiction within him began. He was proud of being a Kincaid; all his life it had made him “somebody.” Yet he wanted to be more than somebody’s son or grandson. He’d grown up surrounded by the sons and daughters of rich and influential families and had gone to prep school with them. Their lineage gained them acceptance in society and the business world. Being someone’s son was sufficient qualification for becoming an executive in a family corporation, usually in a manufactured position with little, if any, responsibility—and everyone knew it.


But on the polo field, it was different. No one cared about who he was, only about his ability to play the game. He received no special favors from his teammates, and certainly not from his opponents. The only way to reach the elite circle of high-goal riders was to excel at the game. The family name and money couldn’t buy his entrance into it. Polo was like any other sport—the top players had an identity of their own, regardless of family background. They were not just “somebody”; they were somebody “special.”


A building pressure pounded inside his head. Rob spread a hand across his brow and squeezed at the temples in an effort to check the hammering pain. The problem with always getting whatever he wanted was that it made him want more. Being a Kincaid wasn’t enough. Trisha was right when she said there were Kincaids by the score. He wanted to be special. He wanted it all.


But that wasn’t something he could put into words; it would sound too greedy. He glanced in the direction his sister had taken; wondering if she ever felt the way he did, and doubting it. All he could see was the muscled rumps of the horses gleaming in the afternoon sunlight as the girl leading them walked at a leisurely pace toward the barns.


A horse and rider entered his side vision, traveling at an angle that would intersect his sister’s path. Rob immediately recognized the black-shirted rider who had been his nemesis during the game, the Argentine Raul Buchanan. The bitter taste of defeat filled his mouth. Angrily, Rob turned away from the sight, cast aside the scraper, and picked up a chamois to wipe the sorrel dry.


So much had been riding on today’s game. If he’d won, he could have used the victory to persuade his father to let him postpone college for a year and concentrate on improving his polo skills. He wasn’t worried about persuading Luz. His mother had always been on his side, always willing to listen, and always ready to help even when she didn’t understand.


His father was another matter. Rob knew he could never please him. A good education, college, that’s all he talked about. He couldn’t see that Trisha was the one with the brains. She breezed through school while Rob had to struggle to keep his grades high enough to play polo on the school team. He loathed the idea of four more years of classrooms. Let Trisha become the lawyer.


A few spectators who had watched the polo match from the comfort of their cars, some enjoying champagne-and-caviar tailgate parties along the sidelines, were departing. One of the cars blocked Trisha’s path while the driver waited for an opening in the traffic on the club road. She halted the ponies on the shoulder and absently rubbed the forehead of the nudging gray horse.


There was a pull on the nearside lead rope she was holding as the blaze-faced Thoroughbred turned its head outward. Trisha glanced idly in the same direction to confirm there wasn’t an oncoming vehicle to be concerned about, and saw another horse and rider approaching. She started to look away, then recognized the black-shirted player from the game.


His horse slow-trotted the last few yards to her position before the rider pulled up on the double reins. The blood-red bay horse halted close to Trisha, its front shoulders slightly ahead of her and the saddle even with her. All she could see of the rider was the polished brown boot in the stirrup ring and a white-breeched thigh and hip. To see the rest of him, she had to tilt her head back.


Trisha had forgotten how intimidating a man on horseback could appear to someone on foot. She stood barely at eye level with his hip. When the bay horse stirred restively, shifting its weight and chewing on the iron bits, Trisha had an immediate sense of immense power, yet the brute strength of the animal, an animal six times heavier than the man on its back, was under the control of the rider. Its shiny sides heaved, straining the girth as the horse blew loudly, punctuating the creaking sounds of leather.


Her glance flicked upward, pausing on the polo helmet the right hand held propped against his hip, then traveling up the sun-bronzed arm sinewed with hard muscle. The thin material of his short-sleeved jersey was cut to fit his flatly muscled torso snugly and allow complete freedom of movement. What began as an idle inspection of a man she had watched ride all afternoon shifted to feminine interest when Trisha saw his face.


Deeply tanned by the sun, it was angular and broad, masculine and strong in its composition of jaw and chin. Dark brows and blunt lashes framed a pair of piercing blue eyes that glanced restlessly about him. Fatigue deepened the grooves around his mouth and the creases near his eyes, but an impression of latent vitality remained. His hair was a dark shade of brown. Its damp thickness showed the furrows made by careless raking fingers. The blue eyes surprised Trisha. She tended to think of Argentines as being of Spanish or Indian descent, although the Buchanan surname should have given her a clue. As if sensing her study, he glanced down at her.


“Good game,” she said.


“Thank you.” His reply was distantly polite, with little trace of an accent in the low-pitched voice. A second later, he was looking away, preoccupied and aloof. His apparent lack of interest didn’t discourage her.


Trisha switched her attention to his horse, the one that had performed so brilliantly in the fifth chukkar. “Your horse is a beauty,” she remarked. “He won Best-Playing Pony, didn’t he?”


His glance came back to her. “Yes.”


“He deserved it.” The corners of his mouth lifted in a tired semblance of a smile, acknowledging her praise. The driver in the waiting car gunned the motor, attracting their attention, but the steady trail of slow-moving vehicles gave him no entrance to the road. “It looks like we’re going to be here all afternoon.” Picket lines and a parked horse trailer made it impossible to go around the car. “You’d think someone would let him in.”


“Someone will.” He dismounted. The bay moved back a step as he bent to run a hand down its near foreleg, checking for any abnormal heat or swelling.


The horse stood quietly until he had finished the examination, then it turned its head to look at Trisha’s three charges and lifted its nose, blowing softly at their scent. A narrow white streak ran down its face, contrasting with the dark red of its coat. The animal had an intelligent head, Trisha noticed, and large velvet brown eyes with none of the white showing.


“Your horse has kind eyes.” It was a quality a player looked for in a polo pony, Trisha knew. A nervous, high-strung horse rarely made a good game mount. She held out her palm to the animal so it could smell her, mindful of the man walking to its head. “What’s his name?”


Her persistent effort at conversation finally commanded more than a passing look from him. Raul Buchanan preferred to spend these few minutes alone to replay the game in his mind and isolate his mistakes, but the girl’s chattering kept distracting him. He wondered why all female grooms seemed to be horsecrazy.


“I call him Criollo.” Stable girls came in all ages, shapes, sizes, and backgrounds, so Raul wasn’t surprised to detect an air of cultured breeding about the girl. But he hadn’t expected to find her looking at him instead of the horse.


“That’s Spanish for ‘native-born,’ isn’t it? The translation is Creole.” She reached out to stroke its forehead, but her interested glance was slow to leave him.


Although it was a different twist, he’d seen it before. During his years on the polo circuit, Raul had run across women who transferred whatever sexuality they saw in a horse to the man on its back. This one was young, which wasn’t to say he didn’t appreciate his view of the firm young breasts outlined under the T-shirt, the nipples clearly discernible. Few women wore bras anymore, he’d noticed, especially the chicas who didn’t have to worry about sagging breasts.


“Do you speak Spanish?” He lifted his glance, taking note of the blue-and-gold sweatband. Her chestnut hair was cut in layers, creating a shaggy mop of loose curls.


“I only know some words and phrases, mostly from helping one of my girlfriends study for a language test. I took French.” The lack of embellishment or claim to worldly experience indicated a high degree of self-confidence to Raul.


There was a gap in the traffic, and the waiting car slipped into it. With the way clear, they both started forward, leading their horses. The swish of horses striding through the grass was accompanied by the muffled thud of hooves and the odd rattle of a curb chain or lead shank. They were faint echoes of the game, played at a slower speed, and his thoughts started to wander back.


“What did you think of the game?” Again her voice intruded on his thoughts.


He’d already recognized the horses she was leading, especially the gray from Jake Kincaid’s old string. Raul had played against Kincaid many times, but never for him. Kincaid had approached him in the past when he was putting together a team for a particular tournament, but there had always been a conflict of schedules. The old man had been a tough competitor, playing the game well into his sixties, and had continued to sponsor teams after he could no longer play. The string of ponies was testament to the quality of teams he put together, and the grandson had ridden the best of them today, playing the Number One position.


“It was a good contest.” Politically, there was little else he could say to someone on the losing side.


“It would have been a good contest if you throw out the fifth chukkar,” she mocked good-naturedly. “You spoiled an awful lot of Rob’s shots. Of course, your horses were better than his.”


“He has an excellent string of ponies, especially that gray.” The best money could buy or train.


“I’m afraid the old gray ain’t what he used to be.” She shook her head to reinforce her opinion. “He’s seventeen years old.”


“Is that why he was afraid to ride him?” Raul wondered absently.


“Rob? Afraid?” The young girl came to an abrupt stop, a sudden anger flashing in her dark eyes. “What do you mean by that? My brother isn’t afraid to ride anything.”


Pausing, he arched a brow in surprise. “Your brother? Then you are—”


“A Kincaid, yes.” There was something more than indignant anger in the decisive snap of her answer, as if she resented the name. “Who did you think I was?”


“The groom.” Raul smiled dryly at his own mistake.


She appeared frozen for an instant, then the temper that had flared so quickly dissolved into a laugh as she looked down at her stable clothes. “I guess I do look like a stablehand. I promised Rob I’d help with the horses today. It sounded like more fun than sitting with the family.” She started forward, resuming the walk. “By the way, my name’s Trisha. Trisha Thomas. And yours is Raul Buchanan.” With a half-turn of her head, she eyed him. “Why did you say Rob was afraid?” This time there was more curiosity than demand in her voice.


Since he had made the critical observation, Raul felt compelled to support it. “Toward the end of every chukkar, I noticed that he let his mount go wide on the turns, and he did not use his spurs or go to the whip. He saved the pony.”


“Some of them aren’t young horses anymore. They were tired.” She was quick to come to her brother’s defense. “I don’t see that what he did was so wrong.”


“Games are not won by sparing your pony. It is an athlete. A rider cannot be concerned whether his mount is tired. Whatever the command, the horse must obey, and if he protests, the rider must make him obey. The horse has to push itself the same way a man pushes himself to do more than he thinks he can. At no point should your brother have cared whether his horse was too tired to make a hard run. And if they were too tired to play competently, he should have switched to a fresh horse during that chukkar of play instead of waiting until it was over.” When he’d finished, Raul looked at her. “I am sure I sound very harsh to you.”


“Yes,” she answered frankly. “But it fits. You were relentless out there this afternoon.” And he sensed she wasn’t sure whether she approved of that. As they neared the barns, there was an increase in activity. Horses were being walked to cool them down; others were being loaded in trailers; some were being rubbed down by their grooms. Trisha seemed to throw off their previous conversation. “What are you doing tonight?”


At six o’clock, he had an appointment at the health club with the masseuse, but he knew that wasn’t what she meant. “Chet Martin is having a party tonight to celebrate winning the cup.”


“You mean, to gloat over winning the cup,” she corrected, then warned, “You won’t like it. The Martins give dreadful parties. Why don’t you slip away earlier and I’ll meet you somewhere?”


“How old are you?” It was impossible for him to tell. He’d met some girls that he’d thought were eighteen or older and had learned later they were only fourteen, mere children. And children were not enticement for him.


After a small hesitation, she shrugged. “Seventeen. I suppose you think I’m too forward.”


“No. Too young.” And Raul had twenty years on her. There was a degree of flattery in the fact that she found him attractive, but long ago he had learned wisely and well not to get mixed up with pretty young daughters from wealthy families.


Her steps slowed as they reached the stables and the horses bunched close to her. “Our trailer is parked over there,” she said, indicating that here they parted company. “Would it have made a difference if I’d told you I was eighteen? I will be in two months. I’m attracted to you, and I’d like to see you again.” It was an outright challenge of his decision, not a plea to reconsider.


“Nothing is wrong with that.”


“In that case, my parents are having a party next Saturday night. Will you come?” Her head was tipped to the side at a provocative angle, her dark eyes gleaming.


“I am a professional,” Raul reminded her. “Next week, I will be playing with a team at Boca Raton. I may not be here.”


“If you are, will you come?”


“We’ll see.”


“I’ll expect you.” One of the horses nudged her from behind, urging her to continue to the barns.


“You could be disappointed,” he warned.


“No, I won’t. You’ll be there.” After that confident statement, she turned and led the horses toward the parked trailers.


For the last fifteen years, Raul had lived among the rich, and during the last ten, the scope had been international. He had dined at their tables, slept in their houses, played polo with or for them, ridden to hunts with them, driven cattle and sat in bars with them. He’d held clinics to teach them the finer points of polo and sold ponies to them. He’d met their friends, children, grandparents, and hired help. And he had learned they were no different from other people. They had their braggarts and misers, spoiled brats and painfully shy children; some were good and decent and fair, and there were others you didn’t dare trust. So he avoided putting a label on Trisha, not classifying her as spoiled or wild or headstrong. At the moment, he didn’t know if he even wanted to see her again.


That was the advantage of being among the best polo players in the world. People came to him for the privilege of having him play with them. He didn’t have to be nice to their daughters or sleep with their wives—or the men either. Polo had given him independence and freedom from want. He rode his own horses now and came and went as he pleased.


It was a far cry from those hungry days on the Pampa when he’d been a scrawny kid too short to climb on the horses he watered at the estancia. From that he’d graduated to mucking out stalls and grooming horses. Later he’d worked as a groom and exercise boy at the Palermo Race Track in Buenos Aires. Then a horsebreeder had hired him—a horsebreeder and weekend polo player. He’d had his first taste of the game as a last-minute substitute for one of the players. He had filled in for others on several occasions after that, practicing in the meantime while he exercised the owner’s horses.


It had been a long way, Raul realized. Yet the dream was still before him—the ten-goal rating that would make him a master of the game. That had thus far eluded him. He tapped the padded helmet against the side of his leg and headed toward the section where his horses were stabled, the blood-red bay pony in tow.


Cars and trucks towing horse trailers hummed steadily along the road that bordered one side of the polo field. Some players remained at the picket line, their voices punctuating the drone of vehicles as they talked with family and friends. Here and there a groom led a group of horses to the stables while their snortings and whickerings mingled with the other sounds. All of it combined to prevent Rob from hearing Luz approach.


She paused a minute to study him as he wiped down the sweat-damp sorrel pony. He appeared absorbed in the task, but Luz noted the forceful pressure in his strokes. His thoughts were far from what he was doing. She wished that she knew what she could say to console him that wouldn’t sound banal or preaching. When he’d been a youngster with troubles, she could hold him on her lap and assure him it would all work out all right, and he’d believe her. But not anymore. He had reached the age of reason, and she was no longer the final authority. Being the mother of an adult—or near adult—was so frustrating, because they no longer listened.


The sorrel Thoroughbred turned its head, pricking its ears in her direction, and whinnied in recognition. Luz saw Rob look up and fixed a quick smile in place as she strode forward.


“Hi,” she offered warmly and watched his head dip in a mute rejection of any sympathy. Hurt by the unintentional rebuff, Luz lowered her chin slightly so the wide brim of her straw sunhat shaded more of her face. She walked to the front of the horse, transferring her attention to it. “How’s my baby?” she crooned and rubbed its poll. It nuzzled the knotted sleeves of her sweater in front, responding to the caress of her voice and hand. “Sorry, but I don’t have any sugar for you this time, Copper.” Gently, she scratched the top of its satin nose and glanced sideways at Rob. “He played well today.”


“Yeah.” He didn’t look at her, his face smooth of any expression.


“It was a tough game.” Luz eyed him. “Do you want to talk about it?”


“No. It’s over and we lost.”


But she knew it wasn’t that cut and dried emotionally. “Where’s Trisha?”


“At the horse trailer. She should be back soon for the rest of the horses.” He cast an absent glance over his shoulder as if expecting to see her.


Luz gave the sorrel one last pat and moved away to saunter closer to Rob. She thrust her hands in the side pockets of her slacks, assuming a casual stance. “I suppose right now you’re wishing we had accepted your Uncle Mike’s invitation to spend the midterm break at their chalet in Gstaad. You could be skiing in Switzerland instead.”


“No, I’m not,” he denied in a voice flattened of feeling. He made one last swipe over a sleek flank before folding the chamois in half.


“Why not? If we’d gone, you wouldn’t have played in the tournament, and you would have missed feeling as miserable and rotten as you do now. Why would you want to go through all this when you could be having a good time on the slopes?” Luz reasoned.


“Because I wanted to play!” Rob flashed her an impatient look at what he saw as a lack of understanding on her part.


Luz smiled faintly. “Remember that. Regardless of the outcome, you wanted to play.”


His head came back sharply as a deep furrow pulled his light brows together. “Yeah,” he realized. “Yeah, I guess I did.”


“I’m glad.” Her smile deepened in compassion. “Although I know it doesn’t make you feel any better.”


“No.” He admitted that, too, as he glumly tipped his head down.


A horse cantered toward them. Luz recognized the fat pinto on which both Rob and Trisha had learned to ride. It was now a family pet relegated to the easy life of stable pony. Trisha reined it to a halt beside them and slid off its bare back. Her glance skimmed Rob before it swung to Luz.


“I see you had the same success I did, Luz, trying to cheer up laughing boy,” Trisha remarked dryly.


“It hurts to lose something you want very much.” Luz was tactfully appealing for a little display of understanding.


Trisha cocked her head to the side, frowning curiously. “What have you ever lost, Luz?”


Her mind went blank. “Nothing that seems very important now.” In truth she couldn’t think of anything. She’d always had whatever she wanted. She couldn’t very well include deaths in the family. And she hadn’t known any heartbreaks or unrequited love.


The answer gave Trisha nothing to pursue, and she shrugged aside the topic to move on to something else. “I met Raul Buchanan. He had his own opinion on why you lost the game, Rob.”


“What was that?” His interest in the answer was wary and skeptical.


“He claimed you spared your ponies the minute they showed signs of tiring, and said you should have switched to a fresh mount if your horse couldn’t go the distance.”


“He’s probably right,” Rob admitted grudgingly. “I thought about it a few times, but I was afraid I’d find myself going into the last chukkar without a fully rested horse.”


“At least you’ve learned something, Rob,” Luz said.


“Yeah, I’ll know better next time.”


“Maybe Raul can give you some more pointers,” Trisha suggested. “I’ve invited him to the party Saturday night.” Belatedly, she turned to Luz. “I didn’t think you’d mind if I asked him.”


First Drew had extended an invitation without her knowledge, now Trisha. She felt a stir of irritation. “What about you, Rob? Have you asked someone that I don’t know about, too?”


“No.” He appeared taken aback by her tautness.


Luz sighed heavily. “It doesn’t matter. You know you’re both welcome to invite people to the house anytime.” She made a determined effort to put aside her annoyance. “Do you need any help with the horses?”


“No,” Trisha answered. “Jimmy Ray is at the trailer looking after them.”


“He is?” Rob stiffened, tension knotting the pit of his stomach.


“Yes.” Suspicion gleamed in the narrowed look Trisha gave him. “I thought you said he was going to be out of town this weekend.”


“He was,” Rob said. “I guess he got back early.”


“I don’t like him,” Trisha announced flatly.


“Trisha.” Their mother’s voice was reproving. “Jimmy Ray Turnbull is the best handler and groom we’ve ever had. I don’t think you could find anyone more knowledgeable or conscientious in the care of the horses.”


“I don’t care. There’s something about him I don’t like,” Trisha insisted while Rob carefully kept silent. “Every time I see him, he’s wearing those same khaki workclothes. And I’ll bet he wears that slouch hat all the time because he doesn’t have any hair on the top of his head. What really gets me is the way he goes around all the time with that weak smile and that pipe drooping out of the corner of his mouth. He never lights it.”


“I’d fire him if he did,” Luz stated. “Smoking around the stable is dangerous.” She shook her head in a gesture of mild confusion. “I don’t see how you could dislike such a kind, gentle man.”


“I don’t know. He’s just too quiet.” Trisha placed condemning stress on the final word.


“Maybe people like you have talked him to death,” Rob suggested, some of his apprehension fading.


“I guess he reminds me of Ashley Wilkes,” Trisha decided. “I always thought he was such an insipid character.”


“You have made your opinion of the man very clear, Trisha, so I suggest you drop the subject,” Luz warned. “Now, since Jimmy Ray is here to take care of the horses, why don’t you two shower and change and have dinner with the rest of the family at the restaurant?”


“Count me out,” Trisha said. “A bunch of us are thinking of trying out that new health-food restaurant.”


“A bunch of us. A bunch of what? Bananas?” Luz demanded icily.


“The usual crowd—Jenny Fields, Carol Wentworth, and the rest.” She was irritated at being questioned, and she didn’t try to hide it.


“And where are you going afterward?”


“I don’t know.” A smile unexpectedly widened her lips, the kind Rob never trusted. “I was thinking it might be fun to crash Chet Martin’s party tonight, but don’t worry, Luz. I wouldn’t want the Martins to acquire a reputation for giving fun parties. We’ll probably come back to the club and dance or play tennis.”


“What time will you be home?”


“Ten or eleven.” Trisha shrugged.


“You be home by eleven o’clock,” Luz ordered, then turned to him. “What about you, Rob? Shall we expect you for dinner?”


“I’d rather not. I couldn’t stand the thought of people coming up to me all evening to say how sorry they are that we lost the game.”


She contained her disappointment that neither would be joining the family for dinner. “All right. See you two later.”


“Come on.” Rob urged his sister into action as their mother walked away. “Let’s get the rest of the horses and this equipment back to the trailer.”


“I’ll bring the horses.” Trisha looped the reins over the neck of the spotted horse and moved to its side. “Give me a leg up, Rob.”


Stirred by agitation, Rob crossed to the horse and cupped a hand for her foot to step in, then boosted her onto the animal’s wide back. After she had settled into position, she looked down at him with troubled eyes. “Be honest, Rob. Do you like Jimmy Ray?”


He couldn’t hold her look. “As long as he does the job he’s paid to do, it isn’t essential that I like him.”


“I suppose not.” But she didn’t appear satisfied, and Rob wondered if she had any concrete reasons for her dislike.





CHAPTER III


Outside the roomy stall, the winter sky darkened early. All was quiet in the stable. The only sounds were the odd stamp of a horse and the rustle of hay. Rob stood at the head of the steel-gray horse, tied by two lead ropes fastened to opposite sides of the lighted stall. His hand absently rubbed its forelock while he watched the tan figure crouched beside the horse’s front legs. The faded brown hat blocked the man’s face from his view, so Rob couldn’t watch his expression while he conducted the tactile examination of the swelling in the pony’s leg.


After interminable minutes had passed, Rob could stand the waiting no longer. “Does it look serious?”


The man rocked back on his heels. “No.” Teeth clenched to hold the pipestem muffled the answer. Unhurried, Jimmy Ray pushed himself upright and took the dead pipe out of his mouth to offer a more complete answer. “The legs are filled up some from running on the hard ground. I’ve got a paste I can smear on them. Stony’ll be fine.” His voice had a low and soothing pitch to it, almost hypnotic in its softness. The loose-fitting clothes gave the impression of a tall, spare man, but Jimmy Ray Turnbull was shorter than Rob and wider in the shoulders.


“Good.” Rob concentrated on the dark, gunmetal-gray forehead with its wide set eyes and tried to ignore the fine tension that wired his nerves when the handler glanced at him. He knew what was in those soft, knowing eyes.


“You’re feelin’ bad about losin’ that game, aren’t ya?” Jimmy Ray held the pipe close to his mouth, ready to clamp it between his teeth the minute he finished talking. “It’s got you down pretty low, hasn’t it?”


Something snapped inside. “I don’t want anything!” Rob lashed out, and the gray horse reacted to the sudden anger and fear in the atmosphere, snorting and pulling back on the ropes.


“Never said you did,” Jimmy Ray replied calmly and laid a soothing hand on the horse’s neck, transferring his attention to the animal to settle it down.


Rob swung away from the horse and leaned on the manger, tightly gripping the board. He struggled with his own weaknesses, the rawness of want and the conflict with his conscience. Yet he’d known all along this would happen, expected it … wanted it. He scraped a hand through his hair and turned slowly back to the man.


“How much?” The starkness in his voice matched his expression.


“How much you want?” Jimmy Ray placidly chewed on his pipestem.


Agitated, Rob dropped his glance to the straw-covered stable floor. “Just one. That’s all.”


Jimmy Ray gave the horse one last pat on its sleek neck. “You just wait here. I’ll be back with somethin’ to fix you up.” The lazily drawled words seemed to be directed to both the gray Thoroughbred and Rob.


At a pace neither hurried nor slow, Jimmy Ray left the stall and turned in the direction of the equipment room. More on edge than before, Rob waited, listening for returning footsteps and resisting the urge to pace. He wished a thousand times he hadn’t asked for the stuff, but when he heard Jimmy Ray coming back, he turned eagerly.


As he entered the stall, the overhead bulb threw its light on the container filled with some pasty substance he carried in one hand. Rob’s glance immediately darted to the other one.


“Here.” The hand lifted, and Rob quickly reached to take the sealed packet of white powder.


“How much?” He fingered the plastic-wrapped cocaine, reminding himself that he didn’t have to have the drug. It wasn’t a habit with him. In his whole life, he’d taken it only maybe a half-dozen times. He wasn’t like some of the guys at school who were tooting the stuff nearly all the time.


“On the house.” Jimmy Ray crouched down beside the horse and dipped his long fingers into the white goo in the metal container.


“I’ll pay.” Rob wasn’t sure whether he insisted out of pride or a need to assert his independence.


“Suit yourself,” he said through teeth biting down on the pipe’s mouthpiece. “Be twenty.”


Rob dug into his pocket and pulled out a bill, then let the folded money fall to the floor. Jimmy Ray never physically took the cash. Rob paused uncertainly, waiting for the handler to pick it up, but he ignored it. Clutching the packet more tightly in his hand, Rob hesitated, then bolted from the stall.


On either side of the road, separate driveways led to ranch-style estates ranging from five to twenty acres in size, most of them complete with barns, paddocks, swimming pools, and tennis courts to complement the mansion-sized homes. Here in the exclusive community of West Palm Beach, located a comfortable distance north of Miami and Fort Lauderdale on the Atlantic, such spacious and luxurious estates were standard for the international set.


As Drew turned the car onto the cobblestoned lane, the Mercedes’s headlamps swept the long circular drive, illuminating the lush tropical plantings around it. The foliage of palms, tamarind, and flowering shrubs partially concealed the white-stuccoed walls and red-tiled roofs of the two-story Spanish-style home. Beyond were the stables, pasture, and a stick-and-ball practice field on the fifteen-acre tract. Drew stopped the car in front of the two long steps that led to the impressively carved entrance door.


“I’ll put the car in the garage and join you inside,” he said to Luz. When she stepped out of the brown car he drove away.


The outside light for the recessed entry came on as Luz approached the door, passing the tall clay urns that flanked the low steps. Emma Sanderson opened the door to admit her. The plump fifty-year-old woman managed the Thomas home, supervising the household help and the groundskeepers, and serving as a social secretary for Luz as well. With her ready smile and pleasant ways, she was hardly a martinet, but neither did she tolerate any nonsense. Widowed, she lived in the house, occupying the maid’s quarters at the end of the broad galleria on the main floor.


“Good evening, Emma.” Luz paused inside the entrance hall, which was dominated by the heavy oak stairs leading to the second floor. The upstairs was devoted entirely to the master suite. The other three family bedrooms were located at either end of the first-floor galleria. “Have Rob and Trisha come home yet?” She glanced in the direction of their rooms.


“Rob is here, but Trisha isn’t in yet.”


Her watch showed her daughter still had an hour before her appointed curfew. “Thanks, Emma.” She moved toward the stairs. “Good night.”


“Good night.”


The master suite included two bedrooms, connected by a common sitting room with French doors that opened onto a private deck. Luz went directly to her capacious room, done in cream and muted greens and furnished in French Provincial. An artfully designed window of antique stained glass adorned the wall above the large bed, but the black night outside obscured its brilliant color. As she entered the dressing room to change into a lounging robe, Luz heard Drew coming up the stairs. Absently, she listened to his footsteps while she waited for the sound of Trisha’s car pulling into the driveway. She was conscious that Drew entered his own room.


They had slept separately for years now, their sleeping habits incompatible. Drew was a light sleeper and Luz was a restless, fitful one, often up at the crack of dawn. During the early years of their marriage, they had put up with the disharmony, but gradually the need for rest took precedence over sex, or more precisely, the quick availability of it. After more than twenty years, it was to be expected that urgent passion would fade, but that didn’t signal the end of love, as far as Luz was concerned. So now, they each had their own bedroom with separate bath and dressing room tailored to their own individual wants; Drew’s contained exercise equipment and sauna, while her delicate ivory-and-amber bath had Sherle Wagner fixtures and a spa tub.


Luz tied the belt on her red satin Givenchy kimono trimmed in black piping and a zigzag pattern of black lace insets around the full sleeves. Then she sat down at the vanity in the dressing room, its mirror outlined with bare light bulbs. After she had pulled her hair back, she secured it with a clip and began creaming the makeup from her face.


From the sitting room, Drew’s voice called, “What about a drink?”


“Please,” she answered somewhat absently, not bothering to request a brandy, since that was what she usually had if she drank this late in the evening. The methodical action of wiping the cream from her face seemed to encourage a pensive mood.


Drew walked into the room as she removed the last of the cleanser. “What are you thinking about?” He set a snifter of brandy on the table beside her and glanced at her reflection in the mirror. “You look far away.”


“The children.” She smiled ruefully. “Although I guess it isn’t fair to call them children anymore. They are almost adults.”


“That’s true.” He sipped at his Scotch, one hand tucked in the pocket of his blue smoking jacket. “Where are they, by the way?”


“Rob’s home, in his room, I expect. Trisha’s still out—who knows where.” Luz shrugged and idly picked up the brandy glass, gently swirling it in her hands. “Do you remember when they were always running into our rooms, so anxious to tell us everything they’d done they couldn’t wait? When did they stop doing that?”


“About the time they started doing things they didn’t think we should know about,” he answered wryly.


“They don’t really need us anymore, Drew,” Luz realized. “They have their own friends, their own lives that have nothing to do with us. I’m beginning to feel superfluous. Like today, when neither of them wanted to have dinner with the family because they had made their own plans. Or Trisha. She informed me that she invited someone to the party on Saturday. She didn’t even have the courtesy to ask if it was all right.”


“I’m afraid I was guilty of that, too,” Drew reminded her. “I intended to mention to you that I’d taken one of the party invitations from your desk so I could give it to Miss Baines, but it slipped my mind until she said something about it this afternoon. I thought it would be a good way for her to get acquainted socially with some friends who are also clients. Thanks for not letting on that you didn’t know about the invitation. I hope you didn’t mind.”


“Not at all.” She didn’t fully understand his reasoning, since the young woman had just recently joined his staff and therefore occupied a very junior position. She couldn’t recall Drew’s doing this with others, but she accepted his judgment.


“What did you think of her?”


“She is a young and beautiful woman.” Luz felt oddly reluctant to voice her impression, and searched for the right noncommittal words. “She seemed friendly and warm. Obviously she’s intelligent or she would never have passed the bar.”


“Poor Phil certainly hasn’t gotten anywhere with her,” Drew chuckled, looking pleased. “And it isn’t for the lack of trying.”


“I noticed she was paying a lot of attention to you.” Almost exclusively so, she remembered.


“I am the boss,” he reminded her modestly, but he preened slightly. Luz supposed it was flattering to have a young, beautiful woman pay attention to him.


“I don’t think that was the only reason. You are a very good-looking man, Drew.” She played to his vanity, not unkindly.


He glanced admiringly at his reflection in the lighted mirror. “Not bad for fifty.”


“Not bad at all.” Smiling, Luz stood up and kissed him on the cheek, but he seemed unmoved by the display of affection as he continued to look at his image.


“Of course, that also makes me old enough to be her father.” The regret in his voice made Luz uneasy, especially when he turned away from her. “She’s like a breath of fresh air in the office. You wouldn’t believe what a change she’s made in the short time she’s been with us. People are smiling and laughing. The entire atmosphere has improved.”


“That’s wonderful,” she murmured, watching the animation in his expression as he talked about the Baines woman.


“And she absorbs things like a sponge. You saw the way she was at the polo match today, asking endless questions like a curious child. Now I know how a teacher feels when he has an apt pupil in his class, eager to learn everything.” He warmed to the subject, carried by his own enthusiasm. “Here’s a young mind ready to mold. The challenge, the responsibility of it is incredibly stimulating. She keeps me on my toes all the time, arguing points of law and questioning contract clauses. It reminds me of my law-school days when it was all so exciting and new. I can hardly wait to go to the office in the mornings.”


“That’s wonderful.” Luz wasn’t conscious of repeating herself, and Drew didn’t appear to notice either.


“I can’t believe how reluctant I was to have a female attorney in the firm until I met her.” A half-smile lifted one corner of his mouth as he stared into his drink glass. He seemed to catch himself in a musing reverie and briskly lifted his head, taking a deep breath. “Well …” He exhaled in a long sigh. “I guess I’ll turn in. I’ve got a heavy schedule at the office tomorrow.”


As he turned in the direction of his own rooms, Luz frowned. “Drew?”


“What?” He paused.


“Aren’t you going to kiss me good night?” she chided him with a weak laugh.


“Sorry.” He stepped back to plant a short kiss on her upturned lips. “I guess my mind was elsewhere. Good night, dear.”


“Good night.” She knew precisely where his mind had been—on Claudia Baines.


After he’d gone, she sat back down on the cushioned bench, facing the mirror. She was jealous. It was such a new feeling, she didn’t know how to cope. It was ridiculous. She had no cause. Granted, Drew was plainly captivated by the brunette, singing her praises and exclaiming over her like a little boy with a new toy, but it was a working relationship. She shouldn’t feel that she had to compete with Claudia Baines for Drew’s attention.


Luz studied her image in the mirror, remembering the brunette’s smooth, youthful skin. She stretched her neck and ran her fingers down its long curve, wondering why she hadn’t noticed those faint wrinkle lines before. When she leaned closer to the mirror, her gaze was caught by the creases fanning around her eyes, lines that deepened when she smiled. She opened the jar of moisturizing cream and dabbed some around her eyes, carefully pressing it in with her fingertips. She had never worried about growing old and silently pitied women who endured the excruciating pain of a facelift and the months of numbness afterward, all for the sake of looking younger. She was a mature, attractive woman, poised and confident—or so she’d always thought.


It wasn’t fair. Inside, she didn’t feel any older than Claudia Baines. And no one ever guessed her true age. Yet tonight, the children, Drew, and the lines in her neck had all combined to remind her she wasn’t young anymore. When she hadn’t been looking, time had caught up with her. Once she had said forty-two as blithely as she’d said twenty-four. But when she was twenty-four, she had thought forty-two was middle-aged. What a cruel word.
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