







“You’re trembling like a leaf.”


He stepped closer, taking in her pale face and shadowed eyes.“It’s nothing,” Ty mumbled, refusing to look at him, suddenly feeling too close to the edge emotionally to withstand his scrutiny. It must be the stress, the nerves, the fatigue. “I’m just cold all of a sudden.”

The force was magnetic, drawing him to her, thoughts careening inside his head, blaring commands for his body to follow.Kiss her. Touch her. Hold her.His movements were slow, unhurried, but thrillingly certain nonetheless.

“I’d really like to kiss you,” he whispered, and took her faint indrawn breath for a yes. Their lips met in a clinging caress, and Steve felt a jolt of recognition race through him. The taste of Ty was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. He needed more.

A heart-stopping smile spread slowly across his face. He leaned into her, the warmth from his body enveloping her. “Still cold?” he asked in a husky voice. “Let’s see whether together we can’t warm you up.”
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Lake Placid, New York



“Omigod! Omigod! Ty, Ty, it’shim!”The force of Lizzie’s elbow into her ribs sent Ty stumbling, smearing a thick coat of mint chocolate chip ice cream across the front of her nose.


“Jeez Louise,” Ty muttered in aggravation. She looked reproachfully at her perilously lopsided cone, now in imminent danger of landing on her beige breeches. Recognizing this as a crisis situation, Ty wiped with the back of her hand at the sticky green mess coating her face. Then she carefully brought the cone within range of her mouth once again and gave it a long, hard sweep with her tongue, righting the precarious lump.

Unfortunately, the sharp mint flavor no longer tasted quite so refreshing, even in the heat wave that was currently roasting the Northeast. It was barely nine o’clock, and already the thermometer was in the upper eighties. The forecast predicted a weekend high of a hundred and one degrees, practically unheard of in upstate New York. A wholly unanticipated side effect of the stifling heat wave, and an especially low blow for Ty, was how it destroyed her enthusiasm for one of her favorite foods.Now the ice cream treat was little more than a sticky, melting mess clasped between her fingers. She wanted to get rid of it. Normally, Ty loved the liberty on show days to eat the most improbable foods at whatever hour caught her fancy. Pizza at eight, a hamburger with the works at ten, ice cream—who was going to argue that it was still breakfast time when she’d been up for hours already? And if her father bothered to come and watch, he wouldn’t arrive a minute before her classes were scheduled to begin, so she never risked his chilly disapproval at the sight of his only child doing something so vulgar as eating ice cream before lunch. This morning, however, it was simply too darn hot to eat—even ice cream.

Appetite gone, Ty spotted a trash can a few feet away, still three-quarters empty, with only a few bees buzzing around its rim, as very few of the spectators or competitors who’d arrived this early had begun eating in earnest. Ty dropped the offensive cone into its gaping mouth. Glancing down at her hands, she wished that earlier, back at the concession stand, she hadn’t so hastily declined the offer of a napkin from the man scooping ice cream out of the enormous ten gallon cardboard drums. Now, she thought gloomily, she was doomed to walk around the show grounds with a patina of green goo all over her.

Recalling what had caused this catastrophe, Ty glanced over at her best friend, Lizzie, who was still standing transfixed, apparently struck dumb by whatever had caught her attention. That set warning bells aringing far more effectively than Lizzie’s linebacker’s shove of a few seconds before. Lizzie was constitutionally incapable of keeping quiet, as their eighth grade teacher, Mrs. Brockhurst, loved to proclaim at regular intervals. As this was about the cleverest thing Mrs.Brockhurst had ever said, the teacher was tickled pink eachand every time she found an opportunity to repeat this insightful comment. Poor Mrs. Brockhurst.

But who in the world could possibly have her best friend acting as if she’d just caught a glimpse of Tom Cruise right here in the flesh? Tom Cruise . . . Wait a second, hadn’t she read an article about him and horses in one of those glamor magazines she’d flipped through while waiting her turn for the orthodontist to torture her mouth? Ty’s eyes lifted, scanning the crowd.

All thoughts of Tom Cruise vanished.

When at last she remembered to breathe, Ty had to force air past the lump that had taken residence in her chest. It was a lump of longing, formed by countless articles clipped fromEquus, Practical Horseman,and other horse trade magazines she read, mentioning the man standing twenty yards away. She’d even videotaped interviews he’d given on ESPN, allowing Ty to replay the sound of his voice, his Kentucky accent wonderfully exotic to her ears, watch that quick grin of his flash across the TV screen, and then sigh wistfully whenever the camera lens happened to catch those twinkling blue eyes as he replied to the sportscaster’s questions with clever, insightful quips about his fellow riders and their mounts.

He was her idol.

Steve Sheppard. Could it really be him?

She’d dreamed of seeing him so many times now, at the bigger horse shows she competed at, always wondering, as she lay in her bed the night before, whether he might just possibly be there, too. Maybe he’d happen to see her ride and would be wowed by the exceptional talent of this young rider. He’d want to meet her, and there’d be this instant attraction that would flare up between the two of them. They’d get to talking, and . . . he’d understand her.

“Do you see him?” Lizzie’s voice carried an urgency appropriate for the occasion.


“Yes,” Ty managed to whisper, still staring, drinking in the sight of him as he stood, his blond, close-cropped head bent at an angle as he listened to whatever the woman next to him—also a competitor, judging from her rust-colored breeches and sleeveless rat-catcher— was saying.

Ty looked on, filled with awe and longing as Steve Sheppard and the woman turned and began to walk around the perimeter of the schooling area.

“Come on,” Lizzie urged, grabbing Ty by the elbow and dragging her along, “We’ve got to follow him.”

“But we can’t! We can’t just followSteve Sheppardaround the show grounds. It’s not right, I mean, he’s Steve Sheppard!” Ty finished desperately, as if that were all the explanation needed.

“Yeah, and you’ve had a humongous crush on him for how long now? Since fifth grade, that’s when. Remember when we first saw him at Madison Square Garden, when your dad gave Sam permission to take you to the National Horse Show, and you begged and pleaded until Sam let me come, too? Comeon,”Lizzie repeated impatiently, pulling the reluctant Ty after her. “We’re not runty fifth-graders anymore. We’re women.”

Oh sure,retorted Ty silently. Lizzie might have acquired all the physical equipment necessary to make the boys drool every time she passed by, but Ty was sadly stalled in prepubescent limbo. Her body was just one embarrassing joke. Afew months ago, she’d thought she was at long last growing breasts.Hah!All she had to show for herself were two puny bumps where her nipples were, sort of like the floppy end of a balloon where it hasn’t been inflated fully. Only with Ty there were no balloons to parade around with.

But Lizzie had balloons, hips, and a lovely rounded bottom. Not too big, just right. The boys swarmed around her like bees in clover. Older guys, too. Not that Ty minded, she loved Lizzie too much to be jealous of her best friend’s beauty. It was just that by comparison, Ty was a walking, talking stick and generated as much interest as a mushed sandwich among the few boys who mistakenly spared her a passing glance.

And Steve Sheppard wasn’t a mere teenage boy. He was twenty-three, almost a whole decade older than her, and the most exciting American rider to grace the show circuit in many years.

Again, her eyes feasted on the sight of him.

He was dressed in jeans and a cobalt-blue polo shirt. His casual attire stood out in sharp contrast to the multitude of tan, fawn, and white breeches, black field boots, short-sleeve shirts, sleeveless rat-catchers; nobody was going to put on their hunt jackets until the last possible second, not in this heat. Ty suspected that splash of bright blue was what had caught Lizzie’s eye. It was a cinch to identify him after that. Steve Sheppard’s golden good looks, combined with his aura of quiet authority, made him a man people had a hard time forgetting.

Lizzie was still pulling her along in his direction, when Ty saw the young woman who’d been walking alongside Steve Sheppard stumble slightly, her body brushing his side. He paused, looking down at her with mild concern. His lips moved, the question obvious, his hand supporting her elbow. In response, the woman’s slim form stretched as she rose up on her toes and planted a kiss on the corner of Sheppard’s mouth.

Ty’s heart lurched as she caught the fleeting smile of triumph cross the woman’s face as the pair turned, heading off in the direction of the parking area, jam packed with vans of different sizes and colors.

Lizzie, too, had witnessed the kiss but dismissed it immediately, refusing to let such a minor incident deter her from her mission. Any woman in her right mind would be tempted to give a dreamy guy like Steve Sheppard a kiss. He probably got accosted by little old ladies crossing the street, so it was stupid to blow what had been a mere peck out of proportion. Ty might not see it that way, but then Ty hadn’t had a whole lot of experience with kissing. Lizzie had done her level best to help out in that area, pointing out boys from the private school across the street who might prove worth her while as candidates, if Ty would only give them half a chance. So far, Ty hadn’t seemed interested, which Lizzie considered a terrible waste. What were boys for, after all? But she knew Ty would give the moon to meet Steve Sheppard. So Lizzie was bound and determined to arrange it. Like a bloodhound on the scent, she followed Steve Sheppard’s retreating figure, dragging along a protesting Ty.

When Ty dug the heels of her black field boots into the grass, again forcing Lizzie to slow down, Lizzie shot her a look, impatient to keep their quarry in sight.

“What?”

“Lizzie, stop! We can’t do this. First of all, we’ve got to go warm up, and second, do you really think Sam is just going to stand around with a big, happy smile on his face while I go chasing after someone like Steve Sheppard?For sure,”she finished heavily.

Sam Brody had been with the New York Police Department, a detective or something, before Father had hired him to protect her. It was yet another huge embarrassment in her life—she didn’t need a bodyguard, for heaven’s sake. No one would ever know her from Adam; she looked like anyone, normal. It wasn’t as if there was some sign attached to her that read, “Hi, myfather’s mega-rich, kidnap me!” At least Sam was kind enough not to make it totally obvious he was watching her every move, as well as everyone else’s who came within ten feet of her.

A small frown moved the freckles sprinkled over Lizzie’s forehead and the bridge of her nose. Shoot, she’d forgotten all about Sam. It was kind of cool, the way he could be only a few yards behind Ty and be so, well, invisible that you just forgot his presence. That is, unless you were Ty Stannard. She figured she’d think it was a major drag, too, if her father were paranoid nutso enough to hire a personal bodyguard for her. Then again, her folks didn’t have billions of dollars, either.

“Okay, so we lose Sam. And we’ll warm upafterwe’ve met Steve Sheppard. There’s still gobs of time before our first class. If we pull this off fast enough, Sam probably won’t even realize we slipped away.”

Ty’s jaw dropped at the outrageousness of her friend’s suggestion. Fourteen-year-old girls didn’t just lose bodyguards like Sam Brody.

“You don’t really believe we can lose him, do you?” she croaked.

“Of course we can.” Lizzie’s voice rose with excitement at the daring of her idea. “See, we’ll pretend we’re going to the toilets over there. Steve Sheppard’s heading that way, anyway. Then we’ll kind of duck out behind them and run real fast. I’ll be watching which way Steve goes the whole time. I’m betting he’s going back to the van to change or something.” A small giggle escaped her. “Maybe he wants to show Miss Lips his tack. What’s the name of the stable he rides with? Golden Club?”

“Gold Crest Farm,” Ty replied automatically, realizing a second too late that Lizzie was teasing, as if she weren’t perfectly aware he was still riding with thatprivate stable in Southampton, even though the latest buzz was that Steve Sheppard had recently bought a farm in Bridgehampton, New York. She wondered whether he was planning to open a stable of his own soon. But Ty knew she’d never get the chance to ask him.

She knew it; the trouble was, Lizzie didn’t.

“For Pete’s sake, Lizzie, I hope you know this is not going to work. What’ve you been watching lately? Marathons ofMiami Vice?’Lose’ Sam, ‘shake’ him off? We’re setting ourselves up for a major grounding, and I’m not even going to mention how embarrassing it’s going to be when Sam catches us.”

Somehow, despite her objections, Ty found her feet moving in the direction of the bright blue row of plastic portable toilets. Lizzie had that kind of effect on people.

“Yeah, well, you’ll never know until you try, will ya?” Lizzie shot her a wicked I-dare-you smile and then, in a pathetic imitation of Groucho Marx, wiggled her strawberry-blond eyebrows exaggeratedly. “You know, Ty, sometimes a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.”

Lizzie was totally ridiculous. Totally.

Laughter abruptly bubbled up inside Ty and erupted. She stood, clutching her sides, laughing hard enough that tears trickled from the corners of her eyes. Her braces flashed in the bright sunshine as she continued to laugh, heading off toward the toilets. This was just another reason she loved Lizzie Osborne more than anyone else in the whole world.

Lizzie’s incredible zest for life drew everyone in, Ty included. It enabled Ty to imagine that she, too, could do wild and stupid things, like any kid. Her life didn’t have to be perfect, deadly boring, something from the sterile pages ofTown and Country.

Lizzie was the best friend she could ever have. Hadbeen, since that first day in third grade when Ty had come to the private girls’ school as a new student. It was a class in which all the girls had been together since kindergarten. Out of the seventeen pupils seated behind their plastic and metallic desks, Lizzie had been the only one to smile at her. She’d won Ty’s heart and steadfast loyalty when, in the middle of second period, while their teacher droned on about a multiplication problem Ty had already finished and checked by herself, Lizzie swiveled around in her chair and whispered to Ty, asking if she wanted to play jacks at recess. At Ty’s shy nod, she’d grinned and uttered, “Great!” loudly enough to receive a warning from the teacher.

When the bell rang for dismissal at the end of that first school day, the girls from her class watched the way hawks would a field mouse as Ty was greeted by a solidly built, forbidding man who was clearly much too young to be her father—they distinctly heard him address Ty as “Miss Ty“—standing beside a chauffeurdriven Rolls-Royce. The girls also noted the significant absence of a mommy or a nanny waiting to greet the new kid; they’d hung around just so they could peer into the open doors of the Rolls, the tinted windows previously having blocked their view. Every single suspicion they’d nourished throughout the day was confirmed. Ty was different. Ranks closed, excluding her from friendships or cliques.

Given time, Ty might have been able to win those other girls over by inviting them to her house, but her father wouldn’t permit it. It had taken considerable courage to screw up her nerve to ask her father again and again over the following weeks. He never provided Ty with a satisfactory answer. Just: it was impossible, and she shouldn’t bother him right now, anyway, because he had some important papers to read, because hewas waiting for a conference call or had an urgent meeting at the office, or because the helicopter was ready to take him to the airport where his private jet waited.

Ty stopped asking, realizing her father’s response would never change. But she thought about it a long time, turning the problem over in her mind, and came to the conclusion that her father must not believe the other girls at her school were good enough for her. Even then, at age eight, Ty understood thatgood enoughmeant, according to her father, having enough money. As Ty came to understand the extent of her father’s vast wealth, she realized, too, that if her father truly felt that way, then only about sixty families in the entire world weregood enoughto be considered friends of Tyler Stannard’s daughter. And not one of those other families had a daughter in Ty’s third-grade class.

Luckily for Ty, Lizzie had never cared about any of that. She’d never been put off by the large, shiny black car that pulled up in front of the school steps every afternoon at dismissal. She didn’t think it unusual or creepy that Ty was never picked up by a family member. Nor did she appear offended or become standoffish when months passed and Ty didn’t invite her over after school or accept any of the invitations Lizzie herself extended. Day after day, Lizzie simply waved good-bye to her best friend, calling out cheerfully, “See ya tomorrow, Ty,” before skipping down the street, her mother’s hand clasping hers.


In the wake of her father’s refusal, Ty turned to Sam Brody, her bodyguard. It took quite a bit of hard campaigning before she persuaded him to discuss with Lizzie’s mother the possibility of an afternoon’s outing for the two girls.

Or perhaps it was eight-year-old Ty’s visible loneliness,her poignant need for companionship, which ultimately swayed Sam. Throughout that period, he watched the pattern unfold. Ty waving good-bye to the only girl who called out to her. Ty waiting beside the Rolls as Lizzie skipped down the street until at last she turned the corner and was out of sight. Only then would Ty reluctantly slide into the darkened leather and handrubbed mahogany splendor of the car’s interior. After he’d witnessed this daily drama repeat itself one too many times, Sam sided with Ty and became her ally. Willingly risking the wrath of Tyler Stannard, should he discover what had transpired without his express permission, all so that Ty could spend some afternoons with her best friend, eating popcorn, working on homework together, and laughing hysterically over nothing at all.

Ty knew she owed Sam a lot, for he had recognized how important it was to have a friend who liked her for herself, rather than because she was Tyler Stannard’s only child.

But the plan Lizzie was concocting right now was an entirely different matter. That Sam understood her need for friendship didn’t mean he was about to let her run loose over the Lake Placid show grounds, chasing after Steve Sheppard like some deranged fan.

Nevertheless, she was going to do it. Somehow, she’d reached the point where she had to test the strength of the gilded cage her father had constructed around her. Her father, the real estate king, who excelled at building things. She wanted to see whether she could break free, if only for a little while. Surely Sam wouldn’t be too angry.

Quickly, before she lost her nerve, Ty grabbed the metal handle on the molded plastic door of the portable toilet, resisting the urge to glance over her shoulder and see how far back Sam was standing, waiting. Sheopened the door wide, moving her body behind it so that she was blocked from view.

Yuck!The stench of cherry-scented cleanser liberally mixed with fermenting urine assaulted her nostrils, about a hundred times more awful in this heat. She held her breath and pulled the door after her. Praying that Sam’s eyes had strayed momentarily as she’d stepped inside, she abruptly reopened the door, slipped out from behind it, and dashed around the back of the tall, rectangular toilet. Lizzie was already there, flushed with excitement.

“Quick, hurry! I saw which way they went!”

“This is crazy!”

“Yeah, isn’t it fun?” Lizzie grabbed Ty’s hand. Giggling, breathless adolescents, the two girls ran, weaving in and out of the tall metal alleyways of the parked vans.
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“Uh, Allegra, could you please hold on a minute . . .” Steve’s hands pulled at Allegra Palmer’s elbows, in the hopes of loosening her manacle hold. He stepped back, creating as much space as he could between himself and Allegra’s hungry mouth.


What was up with these rich girls? Allegra had pounced on him as soon as they reached the van. It felt as if she’d smeared crazy glue on top of her lip gloss. To make things worse, she had arms like an octopus on amphetamines. It was a bit scary, actually. He didn’t really want to be devoured in the back of a horse van, at least not by Allegra Palmer.

Christ, his pop had warned him to steer clear of rich men’s daughters. Especially if he happened to be working for the rich man. Those girls were always more trouble than they were worth. Even if Steve didn’t always take it, Pop’s advice was worth listening to. In this instance, Steve had recognized the wisdom of his father’s words and had been keeping a safe distance from Allegra for some time. Unfortunately, since returning home for summer vacation from her first year away at college,Allegra seemed even less perceptive than before she’d left. She refused to understand his polite refusals and gentle rejections for what they truly were: a complete lack of interest. It was a real problem. How did one come right out and tell the daughter of the man who was giving Steve a quarter-of-a-million-dollar horse to ride that she was becoming a royal pain in the butt and that all that suction-cup kissing and mad grinding of her body wasn’t quite the turn-on she imagined?

Steve hadn’t yet figured out the answer to that one.

Hell, he didn’t want to hurt her feelings. She wasn’t so bad, though definitely too pushy. And oversexed to boot. Generally, Steve didn’t mind oversexed. But he liked to be the one to choose. At this point he was feeling like a hunted animal, with Allegra hauling around an arsenal that would do Rambo proud.

And now she was at it again. Relentless. She’d taken advantage of his momentary distraction to wiggle her way closer, her breath all catchy, her fingers moving up the sides of his polo shirt. She was planting little kisses along his jaw, her hands reaching around his neck, pulling his mouth down to hers. He stiffened, holding his neck rigid, but to his chagrin, Steve realized she’d backed him up against the inside of the van. Dear God, she was trying to have her way with him.

A burst of high-pitched giggles saved him. His only thought,hallelujah!Allegra heard them, too, spinning around to locate the source of uncontrolled mirth, no doubt ready to give someone utter hell.

Two girls stood on the wooden ramp leading up to the van. Framed by the sun, only their silhouettes were distinct. Steve didn’t know whether he knew them; he was just damn glad they were there, for whatever reason. Allegra, however, didn’t share his point of view.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded shrilly.“Don’t you know this is private property? Who do you think you are, trespassing like this?”

Since first laying eyes on Steve Sheppard, Allegra had been making her attraction for him crystal clear. He was a real catch. All the girls in her set were after him. He was so handsome, with those amazingly bright blue eyes. And she loved how that strong jaw ended in a square chin; his lips curling so easily into a sexy grin. And then there was his thick golden hair. The fact that he’d recently cut it so it was cropped close to his head didn’t deter Allegra from fantasizing about running her fingers through it. Thoughts of Steve occupied Allegra for hours at a time.

A few months ago, she’d been flipping through a magazine and had come across photographs taken of Paul Newman when he’d been in his twenties. She’d been completely bowled over. Steve Sheppard could have stood as his double. And if that weren’t enough to set a woman’s pulse fluttering, Steve had a Kentucky accent and a dimple when he smiled that could cause a total meltdown.

An entire year had come and gone, with Allegra virtually throwing herself at him. To no avail. It was supremely frustrating, the way Steve constantly brushed her off and avoided her. Today, however, represented a major breakthrough, finally getting him alone for long enough to prove just how exciting a woman she could be. She’d do anything for him, she wanted him so bad. Now two idiotic kids had burst in, ruining everything. Allegra wanted to spit, she was so mad.

At her angry questioning, one of the girls had frozen. The other seemed incapable of controlling her fit of giggles.

Actually, Ty hadn’t been laughing at all, but as her hand was clamped over her mouth, neither Steve Sheppardnor Allegra Palmer could tell. Ty had instinctively tried to hide her expression of astonishment, embarrassment, and, worst of all, envy. She was fourteen and had never in her whole life witnessed two people in the midst of an intimate embrace. Sure, she’d seen stuff happen in movies and on TV, but that was nothing like seeing the real thing. She was still somewhat stunned, dazedly wondering whether she, too, would behave that way, if given the chance—would she plaster herself recklessly against the body of a man, kissing and kissing and kissing? Her eyes strayed to Steve Sheppard, and she blushed hotter than the ovenlike air around her.

Allegra didn’t like being ignored. These obnoxious little twits still hadn’t answered her, and she hadn’t succeeded in scaring them away, either.

“Steve.” Her voice was whiny, petulant. “Make them leave. They shouldn’t be hanging around here, anyway. No one who doesn’t ride with Golden Crest is supposed to be in the vans.” To hear her, one would think Allegra owned the stable.

“Lighten up, Allegra,” Steve replied with barely veiled impatience, disliking her attitude. Back home in Kentucky, it took far longer when talking to strangers to reach the level of rudeness Allegra so easily attained. “I don’t think these girls are planning on stealing any equipment, are you?” His gaze narrowed on them, trying to make out their features. All he could tell so far was that one of them was quite tall and thinner than a twig on a sapling. The other was perhaps four inches shorter and had lovely, eye-catching curves in all the right places. Both were wearing breeches and field boots. Their hair was pulled back tight and flattened smooth. A dead giveaway that they had on those thin, nylon hair nets trapping each strand of hair in place.Wildly unattractive, those hair nets, but the judges were extremely picky about proper attire. No loose hair flowing out from under hunt caps accepted. So the girls had to be riding today, they weren’t merely spectators, and both of them were young.

He saw the shorter one nudge the skinny one, forcing her to step forward up the ramp. By his side, Allegra stiffened, as if ready to pounce, perhaps strangle them with their hair nets if that’s what it would take to get rid of them.

No way did Steve want to be left alone with Allegra again. He might be forced to say something so brutal it would send her running off to Daddy Palmer. “Allegra, why don’t you go see whether Show Me is ready yet. I still have enough time to watch you school him over some fences before I have to warm up myself. Just got to find my chaps. Why don’t we meet outside in a few minutes at the warmup ring?” He dangled the carrot in front of her, sure Allegra would grab it. It wasn’t that she cared terribly much about preparing properly for her classes. As a matter of fact, she was one of the laziest riders he’d ever seen, the hugely expensive horses bought by her doting parents an utter waste, except that those horses were so “made,” so well trained, they probably could jump the courses all by themselves. They might even do better without Allegra messing around with their mouths all the time.

No, it wasn’t that Allegra wanted to learn anything from Steve. If she did, it was in the sack and not on a horse’s back. She’d agree to his suggestion because having other people see Steve Sheppard coach her conferred a huge cachet. Furthermore, it reinforced Allegra’s thoroughly misguided impression that she was actually a decent horsewoman. He was willing to foster the pretense just to get rid of her.

A disgruntled Allegra breezed past them, her nose high in the air.

The shorter girl giggled again. “Man, is she ticked off!” This time, he saw the taller one nudge her companion warningly. “Oh, sorry about that,” the shorter one offered, not sounding sorry in the least. “We just saw you and wanted a chance to say hi. You’re Ty’s idol.” Steve saw her elbow the tall girl in return. These two were going to end up with bruised ribs if they continued the mutual nudging much longer.

“You know,” the shorter one was still chattering away, as if she’d known Steve for years. “Ty’s taped all the big shows that have been aired on TV, just so she can watch you ride.”

At that, the tall girl dropped her head, the toe of her shiny black boot an object of intense fascination. Now all that was visible of her head was her dark brown hair, twisted into a long, flat knot at the back of her head. Steve felt kind of sorry for the kid; she was clearly awfully shy. He stepped forward, sticking out his hand close enough that it entered her field of vision.

The girl lifted her head, her eyes meeting his. Steve was close enough now to see the details of her face. High cheekbones that jutted sharply. Dark eyebrows arched in delicate wings. A straight, thin nose that ended in a flared bump. Lips pressed together, hiding what looked like the uncomfortable bulge of metal braces.

Steve supposed if one were being charitable, one might label the girl’s face attractive, but really it was too much like the rest of her: awkward and bony-looking. Not yet fully formed. When he saw her eyes, though, Steve couldn’t deny their beauty. A soft gray, speckled with black, they were huge, framed by thick, dark lashes. And they were fixed on him, filled with a wealthof emotion. The expression in them too grown-up, too passionate for someone so young, at odds with her wraith-like, undeveloped body. For a moment, Steve was taken aback.

Then, suddenly, she smiled. A quick, shy smile that lifted her lips, revealing the flash of steel wire and metal tracks. Vastly reassured by the sight of a mouth crammed full of braces, rubber bands, and God knows what other painful junk, Steve’s momentary unease evaporated.It’s cool, Shepp,he said to himself.She’s just a young kid with a big teen crush. Nothing more.

Ty gazed into Steve Sheppard’s sparkling blue eyes and wanted never to look away. It was hard to believe that at long last her dream had come true. She was finally getting to meet him, stand close to him. He was everything she’d expected. He was kind, he was understanding. He wassogood-looking. Already, he’d proven his innate chivalry by not kicking Ty and Lizzie out of the van and now, once again, by so courteously extending his hand to her.

How would it feel to touch him, feel his skin against hers? Would that spark of electricity, that shock of recognition, run through them both? Her eyes still fixed on his, she lifted her hand, meeting his, clasping it. A rush of absolute horror flooded her as the sugary coating of melted ice cream stuck to his warm, dry palm.

She wanted to die. She wanted to be vaporized and blown away, out of this universe. Where were black holes when you needed them?

The poor kid. Steve didn’t want to make her feel any worse by asking what exactly it was she’d just rubbed off on him, but Holy Mother of Christ, it was really sticky. He could still remember, though, what it had been like at her age, when every little thing could strangle him with embarrassment. The girl, Ty, was beyondembarrassment, moving on to the tears phase, her face kind of crumpled into itself. Maybe talking would snap her out of it, maybe cheer her up enough that he could send her and her friend on their way and get a few moments of blessed peace.

“Well, uh, Ty,” Steve said as cheerfully as he could, while surreptitiously wiping his palm against the leg of his jeans. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Who’s your friend?”

At the sound of his voice, Ty struggled to find her composure. She’d lost it some time ago, back when she and Lizzie had walked in on Allegra kissing Steve. That Steve Sheppard was still willing to talk to her, Ty, a total idiot who couldn’t even keep her hands clean, was nothing less than a miracle. She wasn’t going to make a fool of herself a second time.

“This is Lizzie, Mr. Sheppard. Lizzie Osborne.”

This girl, Ty, was certainly unusual. Sticky, gummy hands and now this. Speaking so properly, her tone so polite and formal, she could have been the hostess at a tea party. Real proper. The kind of girl his Granny Polly would like.

He nodded, giving the other girl an easy smile, careful-not to shake her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Lizzie, and both of you can call me Steve. How old are you, by the way?”

“Sixteen.” “Fourteen.” They replied simultaneously, drowning each other out. Ty shot her friend a cryptic look. Lizzie shrugged carelessly.

“Uh, Ty’s fourteen, but she’ll be turning fifteenreallysoon. I’m sixteen,” Lizzie said, smiling confidently, knowing he’d believe her. She refused to feel guilty about stretching the truth. She knew enough about guys to realize Steve Sheppard wasn’t about to stick around and shoot the breeze with a couple of fourteen-year-olds.

So Lizzie was sixteen, Steve thought. Still jail bait,though, which was too bad. She was already a real eyeful. As sweet-looking as a Georgia peach. Lovely reddish-gold hair, bright blue smiling eyes, and a mouth shaped like Cupid’s bow. Her body looked as tempting as a summer peach, too. Had she been a few years older, Steve would have been two steps away from asking her out, but he knew better than to go down that road. He’d had enough female trouble for one morning.

“You girls riding today?” A no-brainer.

“Medal, Maclay, and a couple of other classes, too,” Lizzie replied. She shot Ty an impatient look. If Ty would only speak up! But she was probably still in shock over Lizzie fibbing about her age.

It worried Lizzie that Ty might blow her big chance if she didn’t start talking soon. It wasn’t as though Steve Sheppard was just going to hang around all day! Well, if Ty was too shy, Lizzie was more than willing to do a little bragging on her best friend’s behalf. “If Ty wins her classes today, she’ll be qualified for regionals in both the Maclay and the Medal. Isn’t that right?” She gave a hard nudge.

Ty just nodded, a blush staining her cheeks.

“What about you, Lizzie, you close to qualifying?”

“Not yet.” Lizzie grinned, unconcerned. “I mostly come in second or third. You see, Ty and I go to practically all the same shows, and she’s tough to beat. I’m hoping she’ll win today so I won’t have so much competition.” She laughed as Ty made a sound of protest.

“And if you win, Ty, what’ll you show in afterward?” Steve asked in an effort to draw the kid out of her shell. Though he’d never competed in them himself, having gone straight into jumper classes, the Medal and Maclay events represented the top level of equitation and hunter classes for riders under the age of eighteen. After that, one usually chose either to follow the jumper route or to show primarily in the hunter division.

“I’m hoping to persuade my father to let me start riding in Junior Jumper. Then one day, if I get that far, I’d like to compete in Open Jumper, maybe even Grand Prix. Like you. Will you be riding Soirée and Palomar today?”

Steve nodded. “And tomorrow I’ll be entering another horse, a new one, Jasmine. Allegra, that girl you saw a moment ago, her family owns the mare.”

“I hope you win. You deserve to,” Ty offered softly.

Steve smiled. The kid was definitely suffering from a hard case of hero worship. It was funny. In the insulated world of riding, he didn’t run into all that many fans. His life was pretty much restricted to the company of his fellow riders or that of his wealthy sponsors, like Allegra Palmer’s family. The kind of attitude Allegra displayed was different, more like that of a demanding groupie. Basically, she just wanted a guy to toy with, and as she spent a lot of time with the horsey crowd, Steve was the one she’d selected. Steve wasn’t under any illusions; he knew he was basically interchangeable as far as someone like Allegra was concerned. This girl Ty, however, looked at him as if he were Superman on horseback. He had to admit to being a little flattered. It hadn’t occurred to Steve that his abilities as a horseman were known, let alone admired, outside his own circle.

“Well, good luck to both of you. I’d better go and catch up with Allegra. If you start riding in jumper classes, Ty, pretty soon you’ll be competing against Allegra. Bet you’ll beat her, too.” He winked, smiling at the awestruck expression on her face. Right, time to grab his chaps from his tack box and get the hell out of there. But Ty’s voice had him glancing at her one more time.

He’d winked at her. How personal, intimate. Surely it meant he liked her somewhat. The thought gave her thecourage to ask, “Mr. Sheppard . . . I mean, Steve, do you think . . . could I please have your autograph?”

The request came out a hushed whisper. Man, she really had it bad. He’d known her for all of, what, three minutes, and already he could sense how much a request like this cost her. Steve gave her a warm smile, utterly unaware of how handsome, how wonderfully dashing he appeared. Quickly, he scanned the back of the van, searching for a hidden pen. Nothing, only saddles and tack boxes. He patted his jeans pockets on the off chance and felt it.

“Hold on a sec. I have something better than an autograph I can give you. Here, take this.” He dug his hand in his jeans and fished out something round and flat. “Here, let me give you this instead. My pop gave it to me. It’s from a race he won way back when, as a young jockey just starting out. Go ahead, take it,” he encouraged. “It’ll bring you luck.” Resting on his palm, a flat silver medallion glinted in the soft light.

“Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly. Your father . . .”

“Really, take it. It’s what Pop would want, I promise.”

Hesitantly, Ty reached out and accepted it, bringing it close. She held her palm flat so that Lizzie could look, too. The medallion was roughly the size of a quarter, perhaps a tiny bit bigger. Engraved on its surface was the image of a running horse, legs stretched out in a full gallop, mane and tail flying in the wind.

Ty’s fingertips traced the horse’s outline slowly, reverently. Her lips were pressed tightly together. It didn’t stop them from trembling. As though she felt Steve’s gaze on her, she looked up. The moisture in her eyes made them shine as brightly as the silver medal she held.

“Thank you so much,” she whispered. “This is the most beautiful gift I’ve ever gotten. I’ll keep it forever.”

Already in her fourteen years, Ty had received far too many expensive presents, the majority of them devoid of meaning. She didn’t have the words to express how much this gift touched her, one spontaneously and generously offered.

Thanks were unnecessary. It was all there in her face, her eyes sparkling so bright, making her almost pretty. Steve was pleased he’d thought of the medal, knowing that he’d done the right thing, that his father would approve. Pop could have been talking to him right now, that voice roughened by a lifetime of cigarettes easily conjured. “Steve, son, don’t you ever forget this. Never be afraid to pass the good fortune you have on to someone else. You share it, it’ll stick around. You try to hoard it all to yourself, it’ll go sour, as bad as rotten milk. You remember that when you’re out in the world, trying to make your way.”

These days, things were going about as well for Steve as they ever had. If he kept riding smart, if his horses remained injury-free, he might win the American Grand Prix Association Rider of the Year award, given to the competitor with the highest points won in the jumper division. Winning that might bring him one step closer to his goal of being selected for the United States Equestrian Team. And that would provide him with the opportunity to compete internationally, to experience the challenge of riding in Europe against the seasoned and formidable foreign competition. The Olympics were just around the corner. Although it would be great to compete at the Olympic trials, and a dream come true to make the Olympic team, Steve was realistic about the likelihood of that happening. He hadn’t had the kind of experience he needed yet, riding against truly great equestrian teams or tackling the bigger, tougher European courses to be able to compete at the highest level, which the Olympics represented.He was getting closer, but he still needed to put in a lot more hard work, to learn from the horses he rode, and to be blessed by Lady Luck.

In the meantime, he’d share his good fortune, and happily, too. He’d follow Pop’s advice and help out a young, star-struck kid. And who knows, maybe that would give her self-confidence a little boost, win her a few ribbons that she could pin up on her bedroom wall. Because, with the exception of those spectacular eyes, it was hard to imagine her ever being anything but the way she was now: thin, plain, and awkward.

Both girls were studying the medallion intently, whispering excitedly to each other, when, without warning, a man stormed in, startling them all. And total hell broke loose.

At six feet, Steve Sheppard considered his height respectable. Hell, he positively towered over his mother, father, and two sisters by seven inches and more. But coming face-to-face with a guy like this was like coming nose-to-nose with a professional linebacker whose main goal in life was to squash his opponent flatter than a pancake. An ambition that might become reality, since the guy had Steve shoved up against the side of the van and was breathing a little too close for comfort.

The sight of the human gorilla pinning him against the wall had turned Ty’s face white as chalk. She’d rushed over and grabbed hold of the guy’s arm. A nice gesture but utterly ineffectual; she might as well have been trying to uproot a tree. Lizzie’s face had paled visibly, too, her freckles standing out prominently as she joined her friend in the effort to free Steve. Finally, Steve managed to get his arms up and shoved, hard.Unfortunately for his ego, his attacker didn’t fly across the room as Steve had envisioned but merely stepped back, the promise of murder still in his eyes.

Everyone began talking at once.

“If you’ve so much as touched these girls, you son of a bitch, you’re dead meat.”

“No, Sam, no! Sam, please, it’s all my fault. I dragged Lizzie here to meet Mr. Sheppard.”

“Who in hell are you? Girls, do you know this guy?”

“Sam, I’m so sorry! I won’t do it again. Please don’t hurt him,” Ty cried, her voice high, near hysteria.

“Don’t believe her, Sam! I mean, sheissorry, but it’s all my fault,” Lizzie cut in hurriedly as she gave Sam a nervous, shaky smile, hoping it might sway Ty’s angry bodyguard. She’d never seen him like this, never realized that he could actually hurt someone. It kind of put him in a whole new light, one she didn’t particularly want to think about. Then Lizzie reminded herself of how much Sam liked Ty. And Lizzie was convinced he had a soft spot for her, too. At least, he always laughed at her jokes.

She wished she could think of a good joke now, settling instead for “Really, Sam, we just wanted to say hi to Steve, so we snuck away. It was only for a minute. You won’t tell on us to her father, will you?”

Sam’s eyes locked on Lizzie. Eyes that had always seemed a warm, indulgent brown suddenly transformed into tawny flecks that cut, slicing you to ribbons. Eyes that made his face suddenly hard and ruthless. The Sam Brody staring at her now was not a man to be messed with. Lizzie swallowed nervously, savvy enough to realize this was not a reassuring sign. Meanwhile, Steve Sheppard was looking angry as anything. Who wouldn’t be after being mauled and then forced to listen to some girls’ desperate pleas?

Well, at least she could clear upthatmess, thought Lizzie as she slipped into the role of interpreter with a great deal more pluck. She gave Steve a bright smile.“Sorry about all this, Steve, but, you see, Sam is Ty’s bodyguard. Sam, you do realize who this is, don’t you? This isSteve Sheppard,Ty’s favorite rider. Now you understand why we had to come, don’t you?” Her question ended on a note of pure bravado, convincing only herself that everything had been explained most satisfactorily.

Bodyguard?Steve heard Ty’s soft gasp and glanced over at her. She was the picture of unhappiness. Like a puppy with no one to love it.Bodyguard.The word echoed in Steve’s mind, too bizarre to believe. He’d assumed Gorilla Man was her older brother. “Wait a second, I don’t get it. Who are you, anyway?”

“I’m Ty . . .”

But before she could finish, Lizzie interrupted her. It never took long for Lizzie’s buoyant good spirits and thirst for adventure to rebound. As Sam hadn’t done anything to them yet, she figured he wasn’t really going to punish them. He was just glaring like that for effect. After all, it was hisjobto look really scary. “Oh, she can’t tell you her last name, Steve, her dad’s too important. Super, super rich. Sam here would be forced to kill you with his bare hands.” She barely suppressed a grin, thrilled by the hint of James Bond romance in her answer, and the way it made Ty sound so mysterious. She knew Steve would never ever forget Ty now.

“Lizzie!”Ty wailed, too mortified to continue.

Oh, God, Lizzie was so impossible when she let her imagination run wild. What would Steve think if he were to recognize her name? Perhaps he’d even think she believed the silly junk Lizzie had been spouting.

And now it was over. Ty felt as if her heart would break.

Sam stepped forward, his strong hands encircling both Ty’s and Lizzie’s arms. “Let’s go, Miss Tyler.” Tyshrank inside. Sam never called her Tyler. He knew how much she hated it. “You, too, Lizzie, before you concoct any other foolishness. The three of us are going to have a little talk before your classes start.” He didn’t have to speak loudly to have Lizzie’s smile fading and the two girls following meekly, not daring even a backward glance at Steve Sheppard. But Sam Brody did. A final, lethal look in Steve’s direction as he hustled the girls outside.

Jesus Christ,Steve thought, shaking his head as he watched them depart. He rubbed his face hard as though awakening from a bad dream.Save me from rich girls.There was an incident he’d just as soon forget. Quickly, Steve located his chaps and set off to meet Allegra, who had just skyrocketed in his estimation. At least she didn’t wander around with personal thugs ready to tear you apart, limb from limb. A shame he’d given that girl, Ty what’s-her-name, Pop’s medal. Girls that rich didn’t need his help, or any luck. They just opened their alligator-skin purses.
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“I’m not a baby. It’s not right, it’s not fair to be treated this way.”


With any other girl, reflected Sam Brody sadly, he would have been subjected to the earsplitting strains of a young teen on the verge of a full-blown tantrum. But never with Ty. Sure, the desperation was clear in her voice, but the words came out low, their want of theatrics lending all the more power to her plea.Christ Almighty,he thought. Why wasn’t her father here to have this talk with her? But only a fool would go looking for help from that corner.

Tyler Stannard had telephoned half an hour ago, leaving a message with the driver that his breakfast meeting had gone on too long. What with the weekend traffic, the airport was so busy he’d lost his takeoff slot, and the next one available wouldn’t get him into Lake Placid in time for Ty’s classes. He’d check on how his daughter was progressing another day. At least Tyler Stannard’s absence relieved Sam from having to inform his employer of his daughter’s dangerous escapade right away. He could use the time to figure out the bestway to present the thing to her father and spare Ty as much of her father’s wrath as possible.

Sam’s blood still ran cold each time he thought of it. He didn’t blame Ty—or Lizzie, for that matter (he knew full well the stunt had Lizzie’s fingerprints all over it). They were good kids, great kids, and they were only fourteen years old, for Christ’s sake, full of budding independence and impossible dreams.

No, it was his fault. It was pathetic. Here he was, barely thirty years old, and already he’d grown soft, playing nursemaid and watchdog to Ty. The way he’d sat, minutes ticking by, waiting for her to reemerge from that goddamned portable toilet, was a far cry from the hard-nosed cop he’d been six years ago in New York. God, if she’d really been grabbed, the kidnappers would have been miles away by the time Sam wised up enough to realize she was missing. Sam cursed again.

“I know you’re angry, Sam. But don’t you see, I have no life. I’m like a puppet on some stage; every time I want to do something, I get yanked back. Am I supposed to have a bodyguard forever? If my father prefers to be constantly surrounded by a security detail, that’s fine, it’s his money, butIdon’t want to live that way.”

“Ty, after all the years we’ve been together, you know as well as I that it’s not up to me to decide on the degree of your protection. Your father says, ‘Twenty feet back, and never out of your sight, Brody.’ Well, then, that’s what I do. And though you may choose to ignore it, Ty, therearecreeps out there who would love to get their hands on you. Ones who know down to the last shiny penny what you’re worth as Tyler Stannard’s only child and heiress to his billions, and the ones who don’t, who’ll hurt you simply because they can.Because they like to.That stupid stunt you pulled just now could havegotten you raped, kidnapped, or killed. Perhaps all three. Don’t ever do it on my watch again.”

It was so rare to see her cry. If anything, she had a tendency to dam all her feelings up inside. He felt like an ogre for making even one tear fall, knowing he’d caused the floodgates to open. She flew into his arms, choking on a sob. “I’m sorry, Sam! I promise I won’t!”

He enveloped her in a bear hug. “It’s okay, Ty,” he soothed gruffly. “Come on, don’t cry, you’ll be all blotchy for your class.” He looked down into her tearstreaked face, trying to coax a smile from her. “Remember, you’ve got to go out and win those two classes today. You won’t be able to memorize the course if your brain’s all waterlogged.” He patted her awkwardly, his strong hands seeming even larger, completely out of proportion, juxtaposed against the slenderness of Ty’s back. And though he loved Ty as though she were his kid sister, Sam knew he shouldn’t be the one doing this, his anger rekindling at the callous indifference Tyler Stannard showed with respect to his daughter’s emotional needs. Was the guy dead inside? What did all that money mean, what was it worth, if a child didn’t feel loved, if the only hug she got was from her bodyguard?

It took too long, seeing how awful it made him feel, but eventually her tears ceased. A shy smile flitted across her face as she stepped back, her eyes brightening as she drew something from the small inside pocket of her breeches.

“Look, Sam, I forgot to show you. Steve Sheppard gave this to me.” She held the medal out to him. “He said it would bring me luck. Isn’t it beautiful?”

Sam dutifully inspected the small coin decorated with the image of a running horse. His gaze lifted, taking in Ty’s features. The tip of her nose was slightly reddened, her eyes still shining from tears and, Samsuspected, the effects of her first crush. He was fully aware of Ty’s infatuation. She worshiped the ground Steve Sheppard galloped over. He knew about the file she kept in her dresser drawer, bursting with pictures and articles about him. Ty had very few secrets she could hide from her bodyguard. Hell, he knew things he didn’t want to know, for instance that she’d started getting her period at the end of seventh grade. He’d been the one to accompany her to the drugstore so she could buy the feminine stuff she needed, discreetly looking the other way as she carried her purchases to the counter, a stack of magazines camouflaging the boxes underneath.

Once again, Sam feigned ignorance, allowing her the thrill of a secret crush. “It’s real pretty, Ty. Looks like it would make a nice necklace. Better put it back in your pocket for now, though, ‘cause I see the groom walking over with Charisma. You don’t have a lot of time left to warm up.”


Charisma was a dapple-gray Irish hunter, brought over from County Westmeath, Ireland, for Ty’s twelfth birthday. The mare was beautiful: big and strong, with long legs that carried her effortlessly and a coat whose color changed from black to all the shades of gray and then to white as she moved. She was flashy and had a heart of gold. To Ty, she was everything.

Ty was a good, talented rider. Although at first glance her body appeared painfully thin, she was actually quite strong, all sinew and muscle, able to be remarkably agile and graceful astride her mare. What made her an even better rider was that she absorbed her trainer’s teaching and comments like a sponge soaking up water. When Ty rode, she demonstrated such focus that a correction rarely had to be repeated a second time. She worked and adjusted, demanding perfection from herself and askingit of her horse. One invaluable lesson she’d already mastered was to center her attention on her horse. Ty had understood early on that the best riders work with their mounts as an indivisible team. For a fourteen-year-old, this level of understanding set her apart from the other young riders, helping her win class after class. Ironic, seeing that Ty wasn’t even terribly competitive. It was simply that for her, riding was the only area of real freedom. The search for perfection, that wondrous feeling of moving in harmony with the incredible creature beneath her, gave Ty a chance to step outside herself, to achieve a breathtaking flight that in her normal life was simply impossible.

As she negotiated the twists and turns of the Medal class jump course that afternoon, she felt a heightened awareness, challenging her to do even better, to ride with flawless form, to make the distances at the jumps just right, effortless. Somewhere on the show grounds, Steve Sheppard was present. Perhaps, out of curiosity, he was watching her even now.

To those who indeed watched her picture perfect round, it came as no surprise to any of them, riders or trainers, that Ty Stannard won the Medal class that afternoon. Nor were they particularly astounded that she made a clean sweep and took home the blue ribbon in the Maclay, too. That afternoon, she was just too good to beat.


All three of the horses Steve Sheppard had ridden in the qualifying class held on Friday made the cut for the Grand Prix event on Sunday afternoon. In the world of professional riding, it wasn’t unusual to see, in a field of forty, a rider enter the event with more than one mount. That Steve Sheppard had succeeded in getting all three horses he’d ridden past the qualifying round and intothe most challenging of all the show jumping events, the Grand Prix, confirmed his outstanding skill as a rider. Most riders were happy enough to squeak into the Grand Prix with two horses under their saddles.

The success Steve enjoyed had a kind of snowball effect, the result being that owners were approaching him more and more frequently with first-class horses to ride, as the Palmers had with their mare, Jasmine. Another reason for Steve Sheppard’s popularity with owners was that he had the reputation of being a straight arrow, never throwing away a ride for his own personal gain.

Each and every time Steve approached the course with a mount, he gave it his all. In theory, the same was true for every top rider, but the owners who brought their horses to Steve counted on his never settling for an easy second if there was a chance to win. Even if it meant beating himself, depriving one of the horses Steve himself owned of a win. If Steve thought the horse was up to the challenge, he’d always try to shave off seconds, outdoing his previous performance. Giving each horse its best shot at the trophy, at the first-place prize money, regardless of who owned the horse. The owners loved him for that.

At twenty-three, Steve had a reputation that was already the stuff of legend on the horse show circuit. Almost everyone knew that he’d been raised in the saddle since birth. Horses were in his blood. His father, Steve Sheppard, Sr., had been a successful jockey in his own day, before retiring his silks and becoming a wellrespected trainer. His son, Steve, had cut his teeth on the backs of hot-blooded thoroughbreds. By the age of thirteen, Steve was already such an accomplished rider that he was hired as an exerciser for some of the fastest horses in the state of Kentucky. So Steve Sheppard knew about speed. Rumor had it that was why Sheppard, orShepp, as his friends called him, was so damned hard to beat whenever there was a jump-off, when riders pulled out all the stops, trying to make the fastest time. Nobody could get their horses moving like Steve Sheppard—and clear the fences as well.

Without a doubt, Steve would have made a great jockey, too, except that at age fourteen, he suddenly shot up half a foot in an alarmingly short period of time. Nobody had expected this kind of a growth spurt from a family whose members barely topped five feet five. His father, though disappointed that his son wouldn’t be following in his footsteps, took his son’s sudden imposing height philosophically. And, fortunately, Steve Sheppard, Sr.’s connections in the equine world were extensive. He sent his young son to a good friend who bred and trained thoroughbreds and Anglo-Arabs as jumpers. “Teach him everything you can, Clyde, Steve’s a quick study. And when you’re done, I’d appreciate it if you’d send him on to someone else.” And so Steve Sheppard, Jr.’s equestrian education had followed a different path from his father’s. Steve quickly became Clyde’s protégé, absorbing everything he could learn from Clyde about jumping: distances, angles of approach, lengthening and shortening strides. Two and a half years later, Clyde was sufficiently satisfied.

“You’ve got it down pat when it comes to flying through the air, Shepp. Now go learn how to make your horse move like magic on the ground. I’ve just found you a top-notch dressage instructor.”


“Hey, Pop, it’s me. How’s everything at home?”

“Steve! Good to hear your voice, son.” His father’s own scratchy voice was hearty with recognition. “ Everything’s fine around here. Your mother and sisters are just washing up. Had your favorite tonight, burgoo, andMaggie made a chocolate pie good enough to put her in the record books. Kerry took one look at it and almost fainted from happiness. She ran two races earlier today, young fillies. A show and a place. Claimed that justified eating three slices: two for the fillies, one for her.”

“Kerry always was lousy at math.”

“I wish I’d thought of it. I only got two slices. Still, I guess that’s okay. We all made Maggie promise to bake another one after next week’s race. How’s everything going up north?”

“Did real well today, Pop. I took third and seventh with Palomar and Soirée in the Grand Prix. And you remember that new mare I’ve been riding, Jasmine, the one I told you about? We won the Open Jumper outright and came in second in the Grand Prix. What an amazing horse.”

“Sounds like a good day’s ride. You blow your earnings yet?”

Steve laughed. “No, I haven’t had enough time. Just got back to the motel, dying for a cold shower. It’s been hotter than Hades around here. No, apart from the cut I have to share with the Palmers, Jasmine’s owners, I’ve got a little money to burn. That’s what I was calling about. Can you keep an ear to the ground, let me know about any youngsters for sale back home?”

“How much you looking to spend?”

“Well, I think with this year’s earnings, I can afford a young prospect going for about ten, fifteen thou. The rest is going into the bank and mortgage payments.”

“Sounds like a good plan. Take it from me, son, and make sure you think ahead, figure out where you need to be in ten, twenty years. We’re in one of the toughest businesses around. Working with horses is a passion that enriches the soul. But if you’re not careful, you’ll starve trying to keep your mounts in feed.”

“I know, Pop. I’d put all the money back into the place I bought, except I need to have good horses of my own, to bring along from the ground up. That’s security, too, not being entirely dependent on other owners.”

“I suppose so. Well, I’ll keep my ears open for you. You might call Clyde, too, and see what his young crop’s like.”

“Yeah, I thought I’d give him a ring. I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to squeeze in a visit sometime in the next few weeks.”

“Your ma will be thrilled to hear it,” his father replied. “She’s been complaining that since you bought that itsy-bitsy piece of land in the Hamptons, you never come home anymore. You know, she still pesters me to get you into business down here. Actually, we all think that’s a fine idea.”

Steve rolled his eyes. “Thirty-eight acres here isn’t that small, Pop. True, it’s nothing compared to the places back home, but I don’t want a huge operation. And for the horse show world, New York is a prime location. In any case, it’s Kerry who’s the jockey in the family. Talk her into coming aboard.”

Steve’s father laughed. “Don’t think I haven’t tried! But Kerry’s as stubborn as you and still feeling her oats. Too much like her brother in that respect as well. Up to now, she refuses to commit. And don’t give me any of that ‘I’m not a jockey’ baloney. When a person’s as talented a horseman as yourself, size is not an issue.”

“Maybe, Pop, but I love this racket, show jumping. It’s intense. Countless things coming at you that you have to calculate in a split second. Every day I’m learning something new. Racing’s your and Kerry’s world, Pop, has been ever since I grew past five foot seven.”

“Remember how your mother carried on that morning you came downstairs looking like Jack’s magicbeanstalk?” His father’s throaty chuckle came over the line. “You must have grown two inches overnight.”

“I’m just glad Ma’s over it. Black’s not a good color on her.”

“Well, you’re making a name for yourself in your field, and we’re all proud of you, son, even if we do miss your ugly face around here. By the way, you realize Kerry’s headed your way? She’s spending a few weeks in Saratoga next month.”

“Make sure she has my number. I’d love to see her ride. I might even take her out to dinner if she wins me some money.”
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It wasn’t until mid-July that Steve made it back for a lightning trip to his parents’ house. After leaving the airport terminal, it had taken less than the four minutes’ walk to his father’s white Cadillac parked in the outdoor lot for his shirt to soak through. With nearly onehundred-percent humidity, it was the kind of weather that made you feel as if the whole world were one gigantic, steaming shower, and you were bundled in clothes more appropriate for the arctic circle. Real uncomfortable. Even the flies were feeling lazy, buzzing only intermittently, half-heartedly.


It hadn’t cooled off appreciably during the night, either. Steve lay on his bed, the sheets twisted into thick ropes under and around his naked body, longing for the cool sea breeze that blew in through his bedroom windows in his house on Long Island.

He flopped onto his back, the weight of his body making the wooden bed frame creak in protest. Linking his hands behind his head, he gazed up at the ceiling and watched the shadows from the pine tree outside his window flicker across it, doing his best to ignore theheat. After all, he’d be back on Long Island in two short days. Even this short amount of time was more than he could really spare, but Steve was filled with a growing anticipation, a premonition of sorts, that someday very soon he was going to come across that special horse. He was hoping it would be here, in Kentucky, where he’d been raised to love horses.


Now it was cool enough to blow back the little wisps of steam rising from the paper cup filled with black coffee that Steve held in his hands. Of course, the sun was barely over the horizon. In an hour or so, the temperature would be back up to sweltering.

Steve took a cautious sip. He’d only just rolled out of bed, pulling on jeans and a T-shirt, skipping lightly down the stairs in his socks, his boots in his right hand, so he could accompany his father and watch the earlymorning workout of three of his father’s horses. It was always fun for Steve to go back to the track, the memories of his youth washing over him. His sister, Kerry, had met them at the track, having volunteered to do a coffee run at the local twenty-four-hour deli. Passing out identical cups of coffee, she’d jiggled a bag of glazed doughnuts in front of Steve and jauntily challenged both men to a race, claiming they needed to settle the question once and for all of who was really the fastest Sheppard in the family.

“Whoever wins gets the doughnuts.”

Both father and brother laughingly declined. Then, unable to resist ribbing his little sister, Steve said, “Come on, Kerry, you know I wouldn’t want to shake your selfconfidence just before you go off to Belmont. I was planning on betting a few bucks on you. If I go and beat you this morning, you’d be so ashamed, it’d be like kissing my money away.”
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