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For lifelong friends, Jessica Rayder and
Faith Angelo, Easton Ridge Equestrian Center is more than a
successful business - it's a dream come true.

 


When a series of tough breaks threaten
disaster, Faith's tragic past surfaces and the friendship falters
as the women struggle to keep the wolf from the barn door.
Unwittingly, Jess lets him in and is faced with the fight of her
life...

 


Raves for Gambling With
the Enemy

 


"Gambling with the Enemy is a tightly
written thriller, a very fast paced novel that keeps the reader
glued to the page, while imparting knowledge of both the world of
the equestrian community, and the friction between traditional
American society and parts of the world with which America must now
compete... Leland's writing gets better and better with each
book...credible, memorable, instructive, mysterious, and
suspenseful - an all around electrifying read...." ~ Christina
Francine Whitcher, Midwest Book Review

 


"...a true page-turner, with diverse and
realistic characters that interact in ever-building suspense." ~
B&N reviewer

 


"...Toni Leland's best to date." ~ B&N
reviewer
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Arabic Glossary

 


Arabic is a beautiful and musical
spoken language, with many dialects and forms of address; however,
it is difficult to convey the rhythm and sound in
writing.

For the interested reader, the
following words and phrases are those used in the everyday life of
Middle Eastern people.

 


Allaah – God

Insha’Allaah – God willing

Allaahu akbar – God is great

Ma’assalama – goodbye (Go in
peace)

Shukran – thank you

Yalla – hurry

quyeese (m) /quyeesa (f) –
good

Ana behibek – I love you

Habibi – my darling, sweetheart

umm – mother

hijaab – Muslim woman’s headscarf

subha – prayer beads

muezzin – the crier
who calls the faithful to prayer five times a day.
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Jessica stared, momentarily stunned by the
exotic woman standing in the doorway. Skin the color of a cinnamon
latté, a serene expression, large dark eyes fringed with long black
lashes. A pale yellow scarf covered her head, the ends draped over
one shoulder and secured with a gold brooch. An equally lovely
young girl pressed against the woman’s side, and Jess formed a
mental image–the two, wrapped in silk and flowing chiffon,
silhouetted against an ancient pyramid. So out of place in a horse
barn.

Faith Angelo followed the newcomers into the
small office, and Jess immediately noticed her partner’s rigid
features. An uneasy murmur threaded through her chest.

Faith gestured toward the young girl. “This
is Dania. She wants to take riding lessons.”

The strained tone of voice sent another blip
across Jess’s mental radar, but she rose quickly and moved from
behind the desk.

“Hello, Dania.”

The child stared at the floor, murmuring an
unintelligible response.

Jess extended her hand to the woman. “I’m
Jessica Rayder. Welcome to Easton Ridge.”

“I am Zada Abbass Mahfood.”

The woman’s handshake was gentle and quick,
her palm soft and cool. Several gold rings adorned each hand.

Jess smiled. “Would you like to tour the
barn and meet the horses?”

Mrs. Mahfood turned to Dania and murmured a
quick question in a musical language. The child nodded.

Zada’s lukewarm smile emphasized the awkward
atmosphere. “Yes, that would be fine.”

Faith leaned against the doorjamb, well
behind the visitors. She caught Jess’s eye and frowned, shaking her
head vigorously.

Jess kept a neutral expression. “How did you
hear about us?”

A hint of Britain breezed through Zada’s
perfect English. “My husband heard that your facility is very good,
then last year, we met the famous Faith Angelo at the Silver
Classic.”

Jess smiled. “You’ve made a good choice.
Follow me.”

Out in the barn aisle, she turned to Dania.
“Where do you go to school?”

The girl didn’t answer, instead, turning
dark eyes up to her mother’s face.

“Dania attends the Muslim school outside
Hartford.”

Abandoning attempts to break through the
girl’s shyness, Jess started the barn-tour spiel.

“We have twenty-two horses here.” Moving
along the bank of solid oak stalls, she explained the routine.
“Students are expected to learn how to care for their horses. The
wash rack is over there, and this is the crosstie area where we
groom.” Dania seemed anxious about the idea, and Jess smiled. “We
have a lot of fun here. We put on schooling shows, and we travel to
organized events in other towns. We have several students your
age.”

Dania nodded solemnly.

Jess led the visitors through the north
doors and into the sunshine. “During good weather, we use the open
arena for lessons and shows. We have an indoor arena for winter
work, though it needs some repair right now. Last year’s blizzard
caved in one corner of the roof.” A band tightened around her
chest. “We hope to be able to use it again by November.”

Faith spoke up. “When did you want to start?
I’m kinda bu–”

Jess threw her a warning look, then smiled
at Dania. “You could start today, if you’d like.”

The girl’s huge eyes glowed and she nodded
enthusiastically, her small pretty face beaming from the frame of
her white head-scarf.

Faith’s shoulders slumped, and she gestured
toward the far end of the barn. “Okay, let’s go find a pony that’s
just right for you.”

Relieved, Jess turned to Zada. “I think
that’s our cue to get lost.”

Confusion darkened the woman’s eyes, and
Jess hastened to reword the comment. “I mean, let’s go back to the
office and take care of the paperwork. I can answer any questions
you might have.”

Zada threw an uneasy glance at her
daughter’s retreating back, then followed without a word. In the
office, she settled into a chair, smoothed her skirt, then folded
her hands in her lap. Discomfiture sharpened her remarkable
features, and Jess attempted to reassure her.

“She’ll be fine, Mrs. Mahfood. Faith is
wonderful with kids. Has Dania ever ridden a horse?”

“Once. We visited a farm in Massachusetts,
and paid for a pony ride. She loved it.”

Jess carefully kept her expression neutral.
How would Faith be able to teach the unresponsive and
over-protected girl? More important, how would Dania fit in with
the others? A small ripple moved through Jess’s chest. Kids could
be so cruel to one another–they’d eat this little mouse alive.

A few minutes later, Zada handed over five
crisp hundred-dollar bills. Jess forgot her concern about the
girl’s timid personality, and pushed a sheet of paper across the
desk.

“Here’s a list of things you’ll need to buy
for Dania. We have frequent schooling shows here at the farm during
the year. Lesson money is due on the first of every month. Do you
have any questions?”

“Yes, may I stay and watch Dania when she
takes her lesson?”

“Of course! We love parent involvement.
Let’s go see how they’re doing.”

Zada’s features relaxed and she rose to
follow Jess. In the aisle, Dania’s excited voice rang out from the
crosstie area.

“Umm! Umm!”

Excitement colored every unintelligible word
she babbled.

“English, Habibi. You must speak
English when you are here.”

Zada bobbed her head in apology. “Sorry, she
forgets.”

Dania’s exuberance bubbled. “This is Pete.
Miss Faith says I may ride him every week!
Insha’Allaah.”

Jess grinned and shook her head. The
universal addiction of little girls.

 


Late that afternoon, Faith dropped into the
chair by the desk and let out a long sigh. “Man, I’m glad the day’s
over.”

“How did Dania’s lesson go? She’s awfully
quiet. I can’t imagine how you’d be able to interact with her.”

“Quiet? You have to be kidding! She never
stopped chattering the whole time she rode the horse. The lesson
went fine, except the mother hovered around, acting real
protective, like she thought something might happen to the
kid.”

“It’s probably a cultural thing. I’m sure
Middle Eastern children aren’t raised the way we were.”

A shadow changed Faith’s delicate features.
“I’m kinda sorry I met them–I never dreamed they’d really show up
for lessons. I feel creepy having foreigners hanging around here,
especially A-Rabs.”

“C’mon, that’s not fair. You’re judging them
just because they look different than us.”

“Well, ever since 9/11–”

Jess jumped up and scowled. “No, I don’t
want to hear that stuff! And don’t think I missed your attempts to
discourage them. Faith, we have a serious financial vacuum right
now, and their money is as good as anyone else’s. So get over
it.”

In the sudden quiet, Jess considered the
essence of the brief disagreement. Both she and Faith had grown up
in the melting pot of New England, and never gave a second thought
to the diverse mix of people in the region. Though the devastating
attacks on America had thoroughly shaken them both, with time, Jess
had moved back into the familiar security of everyday life.

Apparently, Faith had not.
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A hollow knock shuddered through the
steering column, and Jess quickly switched off the radio and
glanced at the dashboard glowing in the dark like the control panel
of a jetliner. Holding her breath, she listened in the silence as
the big Freightliner diesel moved slowly along the winding road,
hauling its precious cargo through the night. The headlights
illuminated an eerie tunnel of trees ahead, and the hair on the
back of her neck prickled. Not a good place for a
breakdown.

She glanced over at Faith’s features,
angelic in sleep. They’d had a good show and her partner certainly
deserved a catnap.

A moment later, Faith woke with a start,
then yawned. “Mmm. Boy, I’m tired.” She chuckled. “Are we there
yet?”

Jess’s nostrils curled and, for an instant,
she mentally denied the odor. She sniffed again, but the smell had
faded.

Faith peered at the digital clock on the
dash. “Where are we?”

“About an hour fr–”

A loud clank made them both jump. The truck
vibrated with the repercussions, then the agonizing screech of
metal against metal echoed in the night air. Another indescribable
crunch, and the truck jolted to a stop.

Jess clenched the steering wheel.
“Shit!”

“Jessie, what was that?”

“I don’t know, but it wasn’t good.” She
opened the door, recoiling at the blast of muggy night air that
pressed into the cab. “You go back and check the horses.”

She fished a flashlight from under the seat,
then walked around to the side of the hood. Clutching the light
between her chin and shoulder to free up both hands, she fumbled
with the temperamental latch, but it wouldn’t budge. A second
later, she stared in numb disbelief, knowing it didn’t matter
whether she looked at the engine or not. In the pale yellow beam of
the flashlight, a perfect rosette of metal peeled back around a
gaping four-inch hole in the hood.

Faith’s hysterical shriek shattered the
night.

“Oh, my God! Come quick!”

Jess sprinted toward the trailer access
door, adrenaline flooding her system. Inside, Faith pointed her
flashlight beam at a bay gelding in the end stall. He leaned
against the partition, his left hind leg cocked, the hoof barely
resting on the floor mat. A long, bleeding gash slanted across his
hock, and dark pink flesh curled back to expose glistening white
bone.

“Turn on the lights, Faith, and get the
first-aid kit.”

The interior of the six-horse trailer
brightened, and the other three horses shuffled and snorted
nervously. Jess lifted the lock pins on the partition, then swung
the heavy metal panel into the next empty stall, and secured it to
the wall.

“Untie his head and hold him. I need a
closer look.”

Keeping an eye on the nervous gelding, Jess
inched forward to examine the nasty wound. A minute later, she
straightened up and sighed.

“The cut looks worse than it is. The
bleeding’s stopped, but I’ll bandage him anyway.”

Faith sounded forlorn. “Lexie will be
devastated.”

Jess closed her eyes briefly. Of all the
horses to get hurt, wouldn’t you know it’d belong to a client?
Pushing away the enormity of the problem, she concentrated on
wrapping the hock, taking care not to wind the gauze too
tightly.

When she’d finished, she rose and moved to
the horse’s head. He’d settled down a little, and the wild look had
disappeared from his eyes. She smoothed her hand over his neck, and
patted his shoulder.

“It’s okay, Jazzy. We’ll get you fixed up in
a little bit. Good boy.” She turned to Faith. “Get me a tube of
bute–we might as well reduce the pain.”

 


The temperature spiked inside the truck cab,
and Faith fanned herself with a rumpled show program. “What’s wrong
with the truck?”

“I’m no mechanic, but from the looks of the
hole in the hood, I’d say we threw a rod.”

Faith nodded blankly. “How long do you think
we’re gonna be sittin’ here?”

Jess focused on the tiny numbers fading from
the screen of her cellphone. “The guy said forty minutes. That
probably means at least an hour.” She shook her head and sighed.
“This’ll cost a fortune. Two tow trucks and an emergency vet
call.”

Faith’s brow wrinkled. “Why two trucks?”

“One to haul the trailer back to the farm
and another one for the truck.”

“Oh.” Faith brightened. “Well, at least it
didn’t happen on the way to the show. . .”

Jess tuned out the attempt at optimistic
chatter, and struggled to contain her emotions. She gazed through
the windshield at a thatch of tree branches hanging over the road,
bathed in the pulsing orange of the emergency flashers. A deer
materialized from the edge of the woods and drifted across the
road, apparently unafraid of the silent hulk of metal. Headlights
glowed around a curve ahead, and a small car hurried past. The
distraction gave panic an opportunity to slip in and take control,
and Jess’s throat tightened. Tears burned against her lids and she
blinked furiously, but no amount of self-control could keep the
months of financial worry from rolling in like a high tide.

“Jessie, are you okay?”

Drawing a deep, shaky breath, she nodded,
struggling to regain her composure–be the rock that Faith always
depended upon.

Faith patted her arm. “It’s not like we had
an accident, or something really disastrous.”

Jess’s usual I-have-this-covered attitude
disappeared, and her deep frustration surfaced. Months of grappling
with the impending doom of failure stoked the fires, and an angry
blaze roared out of control.

“Faith, this is a disaster! Do you
have any idea how much this tow will cost? How much a new engine
will cost? How much it’ll cost to have Doc Stevens out in the
middle of the night on a weekend?”

Faith blinked in stunned surprise. “Don’t we
have insurance?”

Jess’s small bit of control slipped away.
“No! I had to let the roadside insurance slide. The engine warranty
expired last month. And we’re responsible for client horses
when we haul them.”

The harsh words hung on the thick air, more
ominous for having been spoken out loud, and her angry tears
finally spilled over.

Faith slipped her arm around Jess’s
shoulders, hugging her tightly.

“Jessie, it’s going to be okay, really. My
God, I’ve never seen you like this.”

The warm air again intensified the faint
odor of alcohol, and Jess recoiled from the sympathy, glaring at
her life-long best friend.

“We’ve never been in such deep trouble
before! Where the hell have you been? Have you forgotten we
lost six students because of the blizzard? That’s three grand a
month! Don’t you think that had some impact on our finances?”

Pain flickered in Faith’s blue eyes, and
Jess felt like a heel, but the suspicion that her partner might be
drinking again quickly replaced the empathy. At that moment, Jess’s
fractured state of mind couldn’t abandon the chance to bring
someone else in to share the blame.

Suddenly, brilliant headlights and a strange
glow from revolving emergency lights illuminated the woods. A large
commercial tow truck pulled in front of the rig, and a smaller
dually parked farther up the road.

Jess reached for the door handle. “We’ll
talk about it later.”

 


Samir Mahfood removed the wrapper from a
plump cigar, and inhaled the heady aroma of fine tobacco. As he
performed the comforting ritual of preparing to smoke, the low
voices of his companions mingled with the conversations of other
café customers and the muted background noise of the casino.

A stocky man with a neatly trimmed beard
tapped the ash off a cigarette. “Samir, your business is doing
well?”

“Very well. I am waiting for a shipment from
Egypt, beautiful carpets. This week, Insha’Allaah.”

Samir smiled, watching the first satisfying
plume of smoke curl away from the glowing tip of the cigar as he
listened to his friends. They were so easily entertained by the
ordinary things that men around the world discussed when they
gathered together. As usual, the conversation eventually turned to
the latest unrest in the Middle East, and his pulse quickened.
Another triumph for Allaah was in the wind. He could feel it.

The tone of the discussion changed abruptly,
became sharp and angry, bringing Samir’s attention back to the
group. His friends peered intently at a television newscaster,
whose earnest voice sent a chill of anger racing through Samir’s
chest.

“Racial profiling took a new and
frightening step this week. In Boston, Ahmed Mussawi, a U.S.
citizen, was informed that his bank account had been closed,
leaving him with no access to the funds. Other banks are following
suit, a questionable decision based on the FBI’s attempts to stop
the flow of money to terrorist groups, both here and abroad. .
.”

The outraged rumblings of Samir’s companions
further incensed him, but he remained silent. Since the attacks in
New York, the shadow of discrimination hovered over his countrymen,
his friends, his family. What did it matter that he’d lived in
America for almost twenty years? Been a good citizen, a
hard-working businessman?

He puffed on the cigar and willed away his
tension, watching the television screen through narrowed eyes.
These Americans do not understand with whom they are dealing.
Allaahu akbar.
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In the thin light of dawn, Jess sifted
through a stack of bills on her desk, trying to decide which ones
would go unpaid as a result of the three-hundred-dollar towing
fiasco. Fatigue ached through her bones, but her brain felt
surprisingly clear. They hadn’t rolled into the farm until after
midnight and, by the time the horses were unloaded, and Jazz Man’s
hock was x-rayed and stitched, it had been almost three-thirty.

She gazed at the green accounts ledger,
softly tracing the silver stamped letters with her fingertips.
“Easton Ridge Equestrian Center.” A dream come true, but teetering.
Telling Faith about the financial situation took some of the edge
off Jess’s self-imposed isolation, but didn’t solve anything.

She flicked off the lights, and wandered out
into the barn aisle. A throaty nicker drifted through the quiet
air, and Jess grinned as a soft white muzzle poked through the
bars.

“Good morning, Miss Casey.”

Jess gazed fondly at the hunter pony that
had taken her through puberty and into high school, giving her the
self-confidence to be the best jumping student at Westover. At
least, until Faith Angelo showed up.

Jess slid the stall door aside and stepped
into her favorite world, a universe where carrots and love were the
only demands made on her. The graying chestnut mare chuckled
softly, eagerly nuzzling pockets for hidden treats. Jess’s problems
faded as she offered the golden nuggets.

“You are a little piggy-wig!” She
stroked the mare’s smooth neck. “You know, it’s a good thing Faith
was so nice, because I

certainly wasn’t about to make friends with her.”

Casey dozed off, her aged body relaxing
under Jess’s gentle touch and soft voice. Jess closed her eyes
tightly, remembering a scene seven years ago. Beautiful Faith with
bloated face, dull eyes, unkempt hair and clothes. How could things
have changed so horribly? Charm and talent dissipated into an
alcoholic fog.

Now, it seemed that Faith’s demons had
returned.

 


The young girl’s anguished wail sent a
painful shot through Jess’s chest.

“Lexie, calm down. He’ll be okay, he just
needs some time to heal.”

Distraught, unreasonable teenagers were
Faith’s department, but Jess struggled to get the girl to stop
crying and listen. A minute later, Lexie’s mother came on the line,
and Jess gulped at Doris Troy’s frosty tone.

“Jessica, how could this happen? We put that
horse in your care. This was Lexie’s year to go to Brandford.
Now what?”

Jess fought the inclination to snarl a
sarcastic reply. Doris was opinionated, intrusive, and unforgiving.
But rich.

“Doris, Jazz should be fine in a couple of
weeks. Lexie can ride one of our jumpers in the meantime.”

“And the vet expense?”

Jess feigned confidence she didn’t feel.
“We’ll take care of it.”

 


Faith stepped into the office, and her
optimistic expression turned Jess’s stomach to jelly. There’d be no
easy way to soft pedal the financial situation. She took a deep
breath and plunged in.

“We’re on the verge of bankruptcy.”

Faith’s eyes widened and she gasped. “Jess,
please tell me you’re exaggerating.”

Jess shook her head and held out a
handwritten letter. Faith sat down next to the desk, and scanned
the sheet of paper.

Her voice dropped to almost a whisper. “Two
weeks? Why would he do this? Three months isn’t that
far behind, is it?”

“Frank’s been really good about it, but he
wants the rent every month, and on time.” Obviously, Faith had no
idea what being three months delinquent really meant. “He knows
we’re having money problems and, understandably, he’s trying to
protect himself from larger losses.”

Faith didn’t respond, and Jess leaned back
in the chair. “We were doing okay ’til the bottom dropped out of
the lesson program.”

“But most of the kids are back now–doesn’t
that help?”

“Yes, but four months without that income
put us way behind. We can’t possibly catch up ’til the end of
summer.” She sighed. “And, we have to get the truck fixed or
we won’t be able to take students to any horse shows.”

“How much will that cost?”

“I’m waiting for the garage to call with an
estimate, but I’d guess a new engine will cost about eight
grand.”

“Oh, man! How are we gonna pay for
that?”

Jess shook her head, her heart heavy with
sadness. “I have some old savings bonds I’ll cash in.”

Faith’s features crumpled. “Aw, Jessie. .
.not the ones your grandpa gave you every year?”

“Yeah, but this is no time for
sentimentality. I’ll go to Hartford first thing in the morning.”
She leaned forward. “Do you think Bill would help out a little?
Temporarily?”

An angry glint flashed in Faith’s eyes. “I
doubt it! He’s not too crazy about me being here. Says I should
stop trying to live in the past.” Her lower lip quivered. “No one’s
more self-righteous than a reformed drunk.”

“Are you two still going to AA
meetings?”

Faith shifted in the chair and fiddled with
the hem of her shirt. “Of course.”

Jess sensed a lie, but decided to let it
pass. She picked up another sheet of paper.

“I’ve listed all our monthly expenses and
marked the critical ones. We have to feed the horses, keep
them shod, and pay for vet care. The public liability and vehicle
insurance are mandatory. So is the lease payment. The only
possibilities I see are canceling the mortality insurance on our
own horses, and laying off the barn help–unless we can attract
about six more students like Dania Mahfood by the end of the week.”
She handed the expense sheet to Faith. “We could also waive our own
salaries until we get caught up.”

Faith stared at the page and her voice
cracked. “We spend eighteen thousand dollars a month just to
operate?”

Jess couldn’t hide a grim smile. “Do the
math. We have twenty-two horses here.”

Faith’s shoulders drooped and a forlorn
expression darkened her face. “Jessie, we can’t lose this
place. I’ve never been happier.”

 


Jess walked down the quiet barn aisle,
thinking about her long friendship with Faith. Until recently,
their “little girl plans” had been successful. Easton Ridge had the
distinction of being one of the most sought-after riding stables in
the area, mostly thanks to Faith’s reputation as a former
show-jumping champion.

Jess flipped a light-switch, and the
honey-hued knotty pine walls of the trophy room glowed warmly. A
large glass-fronted disply case commanded attention. Behind the
paned doors, soft light glinted off shiny silver trays, bowls, and
loving cups, sparkled through crystal mugs and glasses, and
illuminated myriad other prizes won by both women. Beside it, a
dark cherrywood cabinet housed a riot of brilliantly colored
rosettes and ribbons. At one end of the room, a photographic
gallery covered the wall–a lifetime of achievement.

A yellowed newspaper clipping featured the
two of them, standing proudly beside their horses, each holding a
gleaming trophy. The grins on their young faces told the story, but
gazing at the pictures, Jess felt the familiar childhood stab of
envy, followed by guilt. Why should she deny Faith her fame? She’d
earned it. But the brief stellar career had died, crushed by
tragedy and, finally, obliterated with booze.

Sorrow filled Jess’s heart as she flicked
off the light and left the carefree days of childhood behind.
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The Hartford skyline came into view, rising
to greet Jess like an old friend. She cruised slowly past the
former offices of Carson & Banks, the brokerage firm where
she’d made incredible amounts of money with her sharp analytical
skills and daredevil risk-taking. Compared to the newer structures
that had grown up in the adjacent blocks, the stone walls of the
Kline Building looked dingy and out-of-date. The investment company
had moved to a strip mall on the upscale west side, and several
small retail shops had taken up residence in the once-elegant
edifice. Jess allowed herself a smug smile. Gut instincts and
detailed market scrutiny had driven most of her transactions while
she was actively brokering, and she’d felt the imminent dot-com
collapse well before it happened.

The car wound upward through the concrete
spiral of a parking garage, and minutes later, Jess descended the
odorous stairwell, recoiling at the strong smell of urine at each
landing. She emerged onto the sidewalk, and took a deep breath. The
muggy, stale city air pressed against her lungs. On the corner, Old
City Bank stood guard over Market Street. Jess pushed through the
massive revolving doors, and stepped into the cavernous lobby. The
vaulted ceiling muffled all sounds, creating a hushed and secretive
atmosphere. Give me my village bank any day. She obediently
moved through the empty rope maze toward the cashier counter, then
presented her safe-deposit key to a teller.

Inside the vault, a mosaic of steel squares
filled two walls, floor to ceiling. The heavy plate glass door
closed silently behind the retreating teller, a muffled hum the
only indication that the lock had engaged.

Staring at the small metal box, Jess felt
like a thief. Grandpa would be so disappointed to know his gifts
would be used for something as mundane as paying bills. She took a
short breath, then opened the lid. A faded black velvet case lay in
the bottom of the box. Tears burned her eyelids as she stroked the
soft fabric before opening it to gaze at her mother’s gold
retirement watch. It would be Jess’s only remaining legacy when she
left the bank.

 


Faith stood beside the desk, arms crossed
over her well-endowed chest, a frown meshing her fine eyebrows into
a single line. “You have to be kidding! Can’t we wait until
after the schooling show? I need the extra help.”

Jess tried to keep exasperation from
coloring her tone. “I told you–if we’re going to fix this problem,
we have to take drastic measures. You and I can clean stalls.”

“We could ask the boarders to do their
own.”

Jess shook her head fiercely. “No, we can’t
let the customers know the situation–that would really be the end.
You know how rumors fly.”

Faith glowered. “Some fancy operation
this turned out to be!”

She flounced out of the room, and Jess bit
back a nasty retort. Faith’s aggressive attitude was completely out
of character. Jess shook her head at the probability of yet another
problem on her plate.

She paged through the accounting ledger.
They’d had a fair month, and maybe without the expense of three
stable hands, she could scrape together the rest of the past-due
lease payments. A quick glance at the calendar revealed that time
was not on their side.The phone shrilled and she cleared her
throat.

“Easton Ridge, Jessica Rayder.”

A minute later, she wanted to disappear
forever. “Thanks, Doc. See you in a while.”

She found Faith in the feed room, writing up
a grain order.

“Are you ready for this? Jazz Man has a
hairline fracture just below the hock.”

Faith’s jaw dropped, and dismay clouded her
face. “Holy Cow! Now what?”

“You tell me. I can’t believe I have
to call Doris with this news.” Jess ran her finger along the edge
of a grain bin. “Any chance Lexie could ride Manifesto?”

Jess held her breath. Faith never allowed
anyone to ride her show horses.

Faith tilted her head. “Why can’t she ride
Danny?”

Jess exhaled slowly, controlling her temper.
“Okay. Just thought I’d ask. By the way, I’ve ordered the show
lunch from the A&P deli. I can pick it up at seven on Saturday
morning.”

“The A&P? What happened to Anne’s
Catering?”

“Too expensive. I’m skipping the tent,
too.”

“You really are putting us on a
budget. Maybe you should take up playing poker again.” Faith smiled
sheepishly. “Sorry I shot off my big mouth a while ago. I know
you’re just doing what’s needed.”

Jess nodded, but didn’t smile. “I need all
the support you can give me.”

“Did you get to Hartford?”

“Yeah–did you talk to Bill?

Faith shook her head, her tone evasive. “He
came home late. I was asleep.”

Jess had a brief image of the arrogant
realtor Faith had met at an AA meeting two years earlier. To Jess,
they’d seemed an unlikely match, but he’d provided Faith with
much-needed emotional support, so Jess had reserved judgment.

She nodded, quelling the impulse to press
the issue. “Maybe you can talk to him tonight.”

Faith grunted and turned her attention back
to the clipboard without responding.

Jess left the feed room and headed down the
aisle toward the stalls at the north end of the barn. A tall gray
Anglo-Arab gelding bobbed his head and snorted.

“Hey, Danny, how’s my boy today?”

The horse whinnied enthusiastically, and
Jess chuckled as she slipped a halter over his ears. Ten minutes
later, she buckled her riding helmet, and led the horse out into
the sunshine.

Nothing lifted her spirits quicker than a
good ride. The strong rhythmic movements of Steely Dan’s body
rippled through her legs, making her own body flow with his. She
trotted him along the rail, feeling his energy and enthusiasm. His
steady trot thumped in the soft dirt, and he snorted at the small
puffs of dust. Jess urged him into a canter, and the air ruffled
through his black mane. A thrill moved through her. Just like
the old days. Danny picked up speed and collected himself
before lifting effortlessly over the first jump. Jess became one
with the horse, and all her dismal thoughts and frightening
problems disappeared.

 


Anxiety gnawed through Jess’s gut and a band
tightened around her chest. For the past few hours, she’d thrown
herself into the organization and management of the upcoming
schooling show, edging all other problems from her conscious
thoughts. Now, the landlord’s letter lurked like a tiger, ready to
pounce and tear out her throat.

She skimmed the words. “. . .hate to do
this. . .can’t let more time go by. . .need full payment in two
weeks. . .”

She’d have to call him and ask for more
time.

Several clients were late with their board,
and the monthly bills were accumulating. A cold lump formed in the
pit of her stomach as she slid a letter opener along the edge of
the credit card statement. She knew the balance would be high, but
she gasped anyway. Over eleven thousand dollars. She’d been in
denial, coasting on credit and over-confidence, sure that any day,
things would change. And they certainly had.

“Frank? Jess Rayder. . .Yeah, things are
starting to pick up. Listen, I’d like you to come over when you
have some time. I have a partial payment for you, and I want to
discuss our situation.”

The elderly man’s voice sounded warm and
friendly. “Sure, Miss Jessie. I can stop by tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Frank. I appreciate it. We’ll get
square with you, I promise.”

She hung up the phone and stared at the
stack of mail. Tap-dancing had never been her long suit, but lately
she was getting awfully good. A car door slammed, and she glanced
out the window. Doc Stevens opened one of the compartments on his
mobile clinic truck, and began gathering what he’d need to cast
Jazz Man’s leg.

Feeling like she might throw up, Jess
reached for the phone to call Doris Troy.
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Jess pushed through the heavy glass doors of
the Seven Rivers Casino, suddenly wondering if her
spur-of-the-moment decision to get away for a while was just a
little indulgent. A good meal and a change of scenery seemed like a
good idea, but more than that, she simply wanted to do something
she could control.

She sucked in a deep breath, trying to
adjust to the deafening clamor of raucous laughter, hundreds of
loud voices, slot machines, and money rattling into metal trays,
punctuated every few minutes by an obnoxious bell clanging the news
of a winner. Faith’s taunt echoed in her head. Poker playing had
always been strictly recreational, and with great confidence in her
skill, Jess usually came out on top. But she’d never viewed the
talent as a way to make a living, or solve problems. Her father’s
warning drifted into her thoughts. “Don’t play if you can’t
afford to lose.” She pulled a wad of bills from her purse and
stuffed it into her pocket, remembering her saucy retort.
“Daddy, I never lose.” Okay, so
this idea was a little risky, but the alternative was worse.

“May I help you?”

A tall, slim black woman stepped up close,
her friendly wide smile producing crinkles around her large brown
eyes. She wore a tailored gray suit, and a name badge identifying
her as “Elvora, Player Development Manager, Seven Rivers
Casino.”

Jess squinted at the nametag, and the woman
chuckled. “Sounds really important, huh?”

Jess grinned. “Yes. . .I’m looking for the
poker tables.”

Elvora pointed toward the far corner of the
casino. “Right over there, honey. You have a great night.”

 


Samir moved across the casino floor toward
the café, thinking about his daughter’s excitement over her first
riding lesson. Both his wife and Dania were delighted with the new
adventure and, for this, he thanked Allaah. Glancing over the
captive crowds at the gaming tables, he felt contempt for the lack
of self-discipline that ruled gamblers. His gaze stopped abruptly,
focusing on a poker table at the perimeter of the room. That is
one of the riding instructors. I am sure of it.

Intrigued, he moved closer, staying well out
of the woman’s line of sight. He’d thoroughly researched Easton
Ridge, and knew many details about the two women, but not this. For
the next twenty minutes, he watched her play–aggressive and
self-assured, almost cocky. And very skilled. But something else
simmered beneath her confident exterior–intensity with a nervous
edge. Samir recognized the body language of a driven human being.
If she had come to the casino to have fun and relax, she wasn’t
doing either.

 


For the next two hours, Jess played
carefully, keeping her bets reasonable, and winning most of the
hands. Confidence took charge and she made progressively larger
bets. As the stakes rose, so did her winnings.

The dealer announced a fifteen-minute break
for the shift change, and Jess leaned back in the chair and gazed
at the three stacks of chips in front of her.

A deep voice cut through her
concentration.

“You’re certainly having a great night.”

An attractive man settled into the chair
beside her and smiled. His short-cut silver hair contrasted sharply
against his tan, and startling violet-blue eyes sparkled with
unabashed interest.

Jess’s cheeks warmed, a new and unnerving
sensation. “I hope this little break doesn’t mess things up.”

He chuckled and offered his hand. “Howard
London.”

“Hi. I’m Jessica Rayder. You from around
here?”

“Nope, Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. And you?”

“Right here in Connecticut.”

From the corner of her eye, she caught sight
of a new dealer heading toward the table. She looked at her chips
again, her thoughts already moving back to the game.

The handsome stranger didn’t seem to notice.
“Thought I’d come out and see what all this Indian casino uproar is
about.” He looked around the room. “Impressive.”

Irritation prickled across Jess’s shoulders
and she forced a smile. “Well, looks like we’re in business again.
Nice talking to you.”

He grinned and stood up. “Have a good
night.”

He sauntered away, a confident set to his
broad shoulders, and Jess blinked, startled by the distraction.
Since when did she notice men? Since never. Who had the time
or energy?

Turning her attention back to the table, she
saw the new dealer talking to Elvora. The black woman glanced at
Jess and smiled broadly, then walked away as the dealer locked in
his cash box. Jess counted her chips, and surveyed the players.
During the last few hands, those who’d remained in the game were
cautious with their bets.

Her killer instinct emerged and, by eight
o’clock, she’d more than tripled her money. She scooped up the
stacks of chips.

“You all finished, honey?”

Elvora’s velvet voice rippled with interest,
and Jess grinned.

“Yes, I think I’ve made enough enemies for
one night.”

A wide smile brightened the woman’s face.
“You ever want into a serious game, you give me a call. You’re
dangerous, girl!”

 


Brushed steel doors closed with a soft
whoosh behind her, and Jess padded down the silent hotel hall
toward her room, thinking about Elvora’s offer. Interesting idea,
but out of the question.

In the nicely-appointed room, she gazed at
her reflection in the mirror and thought about handsome Howard.
A yahoo from out in the middle of nowhere, in a strange place,
looking to get laid. A pleasant way to oblivion?

She grinned at her freckled twin in the
mirror. “Yeah, right!”

Jess had always gotten by on brains, not
looks. The attention of a handsome man was pleasant, but also a
little disconcerting. She eyed her strawberry blonde hair corralled
behind a headband. Gray eyes gazed back at her from behind pale,
almost invisible eyelashes.

She sighed and turned away. “Horses are more
dependable than men.”

Thirty minutes later, she perused the menu
posted outside the Monaco Steakhouse.

“Hello, again.”

Howard London’s disarming smile sent a
disconcerting ripple through her stomach.

A hesitant expression crossed his face. “The
food here is great. Why don’t you join me? Seems silly for each of
us to use up a whole table.”

She smiled. “I agree.”

They followed the maitre d’ to a table in
the corner and, after the first awkward minutes, Jess relaxed. She
hadn’t been in the company of an interesting man in a long time,
and this one was especially intriguing.

He lifted his Scotch. “Here’s to big
wins.”

Jess chuckled. “Hear, hear.” She took a sip
of wine. “What do you do in Idaho?”

“I own a hunting and fishing lodge–a big
boy’s playground.”

“The casino must be a huge contrast to
that.”

He grinned. “Yeah, but sometimes I just have
to get back to the hubbub of the East Coast.”

“You’re not from Idaho?”

“Hell, no! The lodge is my retirement. Don’t
get me wrong–I love it, but sometimes, I need a break from all
those outdoor types.”

Jess sliced off a piece of steak, then gave
him a sidelong glance. He didn’t look old enough to be retired.

“What did you retire from?”

“Law. New York City firm. Nearly killed me.”
He chuckled, then put down his fork and squinted at her. “Okay, now
you know all about me. How about some information about
you?”

“I own a riding stable.”

He leaned forward, his eyes twinkling. “That
sounds intriguing. Tell me more. How did you get involved in
riding?”

Jess laughed. “Very long story. My
partner and I took lessons together when we were kids. Faith was
fantastic, I was an also-ran.” Hearing herself say those words out
loud sent a sharp pain through her chest. “Then during college, I
didn’t have much time for riding.”

Howard raised his eyebrows. “You need a
college education to run a stable?”

“No, I had another life before this one.
After I got my MBA, I built a career as an investment analyst with
a firm in Hartford. I left just before the dot-com debacle.”

He sat back in his chair and grinned
mischievously. “Ah, that explains it–you’re some poker
player. Not many women play the game.”

The deep red merlot caught the reflection of
the lights as Jess took a sip, and warmth spread through her
throat.

“My dad taught me when I was twelve. We
played for hours, betting M&Ms, and laughing a lot. He was such
a tease.”

She paused, momentarily overwhelmed by the
memory. A quick glance at Howard’s face brought her back to the
present.

“Anyway, I got pretty good at the game, and
managed to keep myself in spending money all through college.”

Howard chuckled. “I imagine the college boys
didn’t appreciate being beaten by a girl.”

“You got that right.”

“So you just decided to open a riding
stable?”

“No, it’s not quite that simple. My marriage
broke up about the same time I quit my job. I decided I’d do
something with my life that would make me happy. I had plenty of
money from my investments and the divorce settlement, so I took the
plunge. Returned to what I loved as a kid.”

“And?”

Jess cocked her head. “Are you really
interested in all this stuff?”

“Absolutely. I love knowing what makes a
beautiful woman tick.”

You big liar. She smiled and looked
away, embarrassed by his flattery, but loving the sensational
ripple moving through her chest.

“I began looking for my old friend, Faith.
To be successful in the riding lessons game, you need to have a
hook, something that makes your program stand out. Her name and
reputation would be our ticket to success.” Jess shook her head and
took another sip of wine, then threw Howard a rueful look. “I found
her in a broken down horse-farm in Rhode Island.”

His eyes narrowed. “I take it she hadn’t
been as successful as you?”

“It wasn’t really her fault. At the peak of
her jumping career, she took a bad spill during a major
competition. She only broke her arm, but her horse shattered both
forelegs and was destroyed on the spot.” A chill ran across Jess’s
shoulders. “In the arena, in front of thousands of spectators.”

“God, that sounds awful!”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “It was. .
.our horses are like family. Faith had been riding that one for ten
years.”

Howard’s tone softened. “What happened?”

Jess heaved a big sigh. “She never
recovered–left competition, took one trainer job after another,
gradually moving down the ladder. When I found her, she was a
drunk.”

“Oh man, I’m sorry I asked.”

“No, it’s okay. Anyway, I told her what I
wanted to do, and she was thrilled. When we were kids, we plotted
constantly about how we’d open our dream stable someday. So Faith
started attending AA, while we looked for property and bought
equipment and horses. Within six months, she was dry, and on the
circuit, wooing clients. The rest is history.”

“Sounds like something out of a movie. .
.Would you like some dessert?”

“No, thanks. I’m going to call it a night. I
have to get back to the stable early tomorrow.”

She reached for her handbag and Howard’s
warm hand covered her wrist.

“Please, Jess, let me get this. I haven’t
enjoyed myself this much in a long time.”

His eyes reflected such sincerity, she
couldn’t argue. “Thank you. Me neither.”

Once he’d paid the check, awkwardness crept
back into the atmosphere and Jess rose from the table.

Howard jumped up. “I’ll walk you to the
elevator, then I’m going to play a little roulette before I hit the
hay.”

As they moved down the concourse, Jess
smiled privately at how nice it felt to be “escorted home.” She
threw a sidelong glance at the striking man beside her and
wondered, for just a moment, what a relationship with him would be
like.

Howard caught her scrutiny. “What?”

Her face warmed. “Oh, uh, I was just
wondering–you never told me what kind of lawyer you are.”

“Criminal Law.” He dipped a hand into his
pocket and brought out a business card. “If you ever get out to
Idaho, call me. I’ll give you a tour of beautiful Lake Coeur
d’Alene.”
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Jess closed the accounting ledger with a
snap. One small step at a time. She tucked a stack of
hundred-dollar bills into an envelope, then closed her eyes and
exhaled. The excursion to the casino had been a little scary, but
she’d won enough to give Frank a fair partial on the lease
payment.

She examined the financial sheet she’d
prepared for the landlord. As long as I appear to be making an
effort, he’ll probably work with me. Tires crunched in the
gravel outside, and she peeked out the office window. Frank
McCarney, local wealthy eccentric, stepped down from the cab of his
faded red 1963 Chevy pickup.

Jess waved from the barn door, grinning as
the old geezer tipped his straw farmer hat and started toward her
on wobbly bowed legs. The jokes around the village were
unfounded–Frank was as sharp as they came, but the packaging was
deceptive.

“Hi-ya, Frank! Warm enough for you?”

“Mornin’, Miss Jessie.” Rheumy blue eyes
glanced at the sky. “Weather’ll be changin’ soon. My knees’re
achin’.”

Jess led him through the barn. Across the
aisle, Faith was showing three youngsters the proper way to cinch a
saddle. She looked up and grinned.

“Hi, Frank! Ready to go for a trail
ride?”

He chuckled and waved, his wrinkled face
reddening with the attention. He looked around, taking in
everything as they moved down the aisle toward the office.

“Looks good. You’re keepin’ the place up
nice.”

“Go ahead and sit down, Frank. I want to
show you something.” She handed him the financial sheet. “Here is a
list of our current students and income. As you know, the blizzard
last winter gave us quite a setback.”

Frank slipped on a pair of reading glasses,
and peered at the figures.

Jess continued. “Last weekend, the truck
engine blew and I had to use some of our cash for the tow and
repair.” She flinched inwardly at the lie. “But, as you can see, in
a month or so, we should be in good shape.”

He threw her a sharp look over the top of
his glasses. “Tough to be in business with no financial
cushion.”

His expression sent a flicker of
apprehension through her mind, but she hurried on to the next part
of her plea.

“I know, but we’re gonna get past this.” She
held out the envelope, willing her hand to stop trembling. “Here’s
twenty-five hundred dollars toward what we owe you. Would you give
me some more time?”

Frank took the packet, gazed at it for what
seemed like a long time, then tucked the envelope into his
pocket.

“Yeah, I can do that. I like you girls, and
I know you’re workin’ hard to make a go of this place, but I gotta
tell ya–I got people bangin’ my door down to sell this property.
It’s worth a lotta money–not that I need it–but business is
business.”

He rose and pulled his hat down over his
wispy gray hair. “I’ll give you three more weeks. After that,
well–”

“Frank, you have my word. You’ll get your
money by then.”

 


Jess stared at the driveway after Frank’s
old truck disappeared. Three weeks. Sounds like a lot of poker
games. Amazed she’d even considered such a solution, she shook
her head and started down the aisle toward the wash rack. She
stepped over a puddle of soapy water, then stooped to retrieve a
hoof brush. Faith looped a hose into neat coils, then straightened
up and brushed her dark brown hair away from her face.

“Whew, bathing ten horses is a lot of
work.”

Jess nodded absent-mindedly. “Frank’s given
us some additional time. If we’re lucky, we’ll get some new
prospects at the show on Saturday.”

“How’d your conversation with Doris go?”

“As you’d imagine. She made a veiled threat
to move Lexie to a stable in Ridgefield. I just hope she doesn’t
start talking to the other parents and organize a mass exodus.”

“Dammit! Who the hell does she think she
is?”

“The rich lady who pays her board bill in
advance and shells out money hand over fist, that’s who.”

Faith shook her head, then grinned.
“Speaking of money, Dania’s coming for another lesson tomorrow, and
Mama Mahfood wants to go horse-shopping on Sunday.”

“Boy, that was fast!” Jess winked.
“Just make sure it’s an expensive one–we could use a big
commission.”

“I’ve set up two appointments. We’ll go to
Naomi Morton’s first, then down to Ridgefield. I’m sure we’ll find
something that costs a lot.”

Jess watched Faith’s face. The telltale bags
under her eyes were a worrisome omen.

“Did you ever get a chance to talk to
Bill?”

Faith threw her a guilty look. “Uh, no. .
.we had a little argument. The timing’s not right.”

“Okay, no problem.”

“So? How was he?”

“He, who?”

Faith grinned wickedly. “Don’t try to kid
me! Gone overnight? You’ve got a boyfriend, now give.”

Jess wasn’t in the mood for Faith’s
nonsense. “I do not.”

“Then where’d you go?”

Jess’s muscles tensed, irritation crawling
into her reserve. “New Haven. Did you get the show release from
Dania’s mom?”

Faith looked puzzled. “I gave it to you
yesterday, just before you left.”

Jess shook her head. “Oh, yeah. Guess I’m
getting forgetful in my old age.”

“I don’t think your age has anything to do
with it.” Faith stepped up close, her face bright with curiosity.
“Are you going to tell me about him?”

Jess looked away, then an idea popped into
her head. Why not? She’ll never meet him. . .he lives in
Ida-Godforsaken-ho!

“His name’s Howard, he’s a retired lawyer.
It’s nothing serious.”

Faith squeezed her arm. “I’m so glad you’ve
finally found someone. You work too hard.” Her eyes twinkled. “So
when do I get to meet mystery man?”

Jess groaned. “Give it a break, will
you?”
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On Saturday morning, Jess was up and dressed
by six. Across the lane, students warmed up in the practice ring,
and the parking lot already held a few cars.

Faith’s voice crackled through the phone.
“Are you gonna get here soon? I could use some help.”

“Good grief, I haven’t even had breakfast
yet. What’s your–”

“Don’t waste time bitching, just get over
here!”

The line went dead, and a sickening feeling
filled Jess’s gut. This was not the morning to have a
meltdown. As she headed toward the barn, the air still felt cool,
but a clear blue sky promised uncomfortable warmth by midday. Faith
appeared in the doorway, her features deeply lined with tension,
her red-rimmed eyes blazing with hostility. She strode toward Jess
like a steamroller.

“It’s about time you got here!”

“What in hell is the matter with you? Calm
down.”

Faith burst into tears, and Jess stepped
forward to hug her friend.

“What’s wrong?”

Faith struggled to extricate herself from
the embrace, angrily swiping at her eyes.

“Bill. . .” She gulped back a sob. “He left
me.” She dissolved into tears again.

“Aw, honey. . .I’m sorry. Want to talk about
it?”

“No, he’s a jerk. I’m glad he’s gone.” She
wiped her eyes, and smoothed a hand over her hair. “C’mon, we have
a show to put on.”

Jess followed, deeply disturbed by Faith’s
roller coaster

emotions, and wondering if her friend had really headed down the
wrong path again.

Inside the cool barn, little girls scurried
around, fastening riding helmets, giggling and giddy with
excitement. Jess grinned, remembering how she and Faith had done
the very same things, so long ago. She glanced toward the crossties
where Faith held the rapt attention of the older girls. She seemed
to have recovered, for the time being. Jess focused her thoughts on
business to keep her mind off the conversation they’d have later
that day. She couldn’t let it go any longer.

A parade of luxury cars glided into parking
spots, and emptied their well-dressed occupants while Jess watched.
In the space of a few years, Easton Ridge Equestrian Center had
become the elite place to prepare youngsters for a career in show
jumping, and today’s audience reflected that reputation. Jess
spotted several new faces scattered through the crowd, and hoped
they were prospective clients.

A glistening black Mercedes appeared, its
smoky windows adding a mysterious touch. The door opened and a
striking, dark-skinned man stepped out. He wasn’t tall, but his
self-assured body language made up for his short stature. He
smoothed his suit jacket, and walked toward the spectator section.
Dania’s father, of course. Jess watched for a few minutes,
examining his exotic features and noticing the sharp contrast to
the WASPy crowd.

 


Zada wiped the folding chair with her
handkerchief, then Samir sat down and glanced around the crowded
spectator area. Yes, these are very rich, very important people.
This is good. He’d made the right decision about where Dania
would take riding lessons.

Zada pointed to an area beyond the arena,
where several youngsters perched on their horses, waiting for the
event to begin.

“See the lady over there? The one with the
dark hair? That is Faith Angelo. She is very nice. Dania likes
her.”

Samir nodded, but said nothing. He still
thought the notion of horseback riding was a foolish one, but Zada
had been determined.

She spoke again. “There is another lady,
Miss Rayder, the manager. I do not care for her. She is hard.”

Samir thought about his discovery earlier
that week. Hard, yes, but also very sharp, very intelligent,
very driven. The loudspeaker echoed, sparing him from the
necessity of small talk with his wife.

Faith stood in the center of the arena,
holding a microphone.

“Good morning, and welcome to Easton Ridge
Equestrian Center. Our show today is the first public event for
some of our young riders. They will have a chance to demonstrate
what they’ve learned. A schooling show is organized like a real
horse show, except the riders do not compete against each other,
only against their own skills–a little bit like a recital. All
riders will receive ribbons for their accomplishments. Thank you
all for coming, and I hope you enjoy the show.”

Zada’s voice rose with excitement. “Look,
there’s Dania! Doesn’t she look beautiful?”

Samir turned his attention from the arena,
and his heart swelled with love for the dark little girl sitting
proudly on her pony. She looked calm and confident in her riding
outfit, a purchase that had displeased Samir. He objected to the
idea of his daughter wearing trousers. He did not want her to be
anything like the brazen American girls in their immodest clothing.
However, Zada had finally convinced him that the costume was a
requirement for riding horses. As a compromise, Dania had been made
to promise she would not parade around in any public place in the
skin-tight riding breeches.

Zada rose and headed toward the refreshment
table, leaving him alone with his thoughts. He let his gaze wander
over the crowd again, then turned his attention to the huge barn.
The well-maintained white building had dark brown trim around the
doors and windows. On the roof, a cupola formed a sharp outline
against the sky, topped by a running-horse weathervane, frozen in
mid-stride and motionless in the quiet air. Sorth of the barn, a
small house sat at an angle, facing a large pasture fenced by
weathered split-rail oak. A large pond sparkled in the sunlight,
the water moving in swirls behind the ducks and geese scattered
over the surface.

Samir focused on the activity around the
barn entrance for a moment, watching the instructor help a rider
into the saddle. He briefly scanned the area for Zada, then turned
his attention back to the property. Behind the main barn, a
new-looking single-story building with several wide doors and many
windows looked as though it might house an indoor arena. A huge
blue tarp covered one corner of the roof. Just beyond the structure
sat an old-fashioned four-door carriage house, with what appeared
to be living quarters over the vehicle storage area. A wooden
staircase rose on both sides of the building to a wide veranda that
undoubtedly provided an expansive view of the property.

Applause interrupted Samir’s concentration,
and he looked back to the arena as a horse and rider left the
ring.

Zada settled down beside him. “Dania is
next.”

He accepted a plastic cup of steaming coffee
and glanced at his wife. Her lovely face was flushed with
excitement, and he smiled fondly.

“Habibi, maybe you should take riding
lessons, too.”

She giggled. “I cannot help it, Samir. She
is so happy.”

Nostalgia softened her features, and Samir
patted her hand. He felt sad that she’d had such a difficult time
adjusting to life in the United States, even though she’d been with
him many years. Though he’d been successful in continuing the
traditional oriental carpet business started by his father, their
lifestyle was simple and restrictive, compared to that of Zada’s
youth. Here, she confined herself to the small Muslim community,
resisting the luxuries and opportunities available to her, always
living with the onus of being a foreigner on American soil, and
wearing it almost like a badge. Occasionally, her strong nature
rebelled, and she would ask him to take her home to her family in
Yemen.

Anger rose in his chest. He desperately
wanted to make things right for her, and for Dania. He slipped a
hand into his pocket and grasped the subha hidden there, his
fingers moving methodically over the prayer beads as he silently
asked for patience.
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Jess grinned at Dania perched on her
pony.

“Ready to show off?”

The girl’s pretty features crinkled into a
charming smile that turned up the corners of her exotic eyes,
giving her the look of a pixie. Jess still couldn’t get used to the
appearance of the black riding helmet over the white headscarf. The
child stood out like a sore thumb amongst the other kids, and
Jess’s initial concern for her welfare had been correct–the
students basically shunned the young foreigner.

Faith finished adjusting Dania’s stirrup,
then patted the horse’s shoulder. “Okay, now you go out and show
everyone what a talented rider you are.”

Jess followed them out into the sunshine,
and took a spot on the rail next to Faith. Dania entered the arena,
and trotted her horse around in a tight circle.

Faith shook her head. “Boy, no one would
ever believe that girl’s only had three lessons.”

The horse straightened out and headed toward
the first obstacle–cavaletti poles spaced fifty inches apart. Dania
gathered the reins to guide her pony over the pattern. Jess
watched, marveling at the girl’s grace as she executed the obstacle
with studied concentration.

Faith stepped back from the rail as Dania
finished the beginner course. “I think she could really go places.
I’m going to start preparing her parents for that prospect.”

Jess glanced at the Mahfoods, leaning
forward in their seats, pride brightening their faces as they
watched every movement their daughter made.

“I doubt you’ll have any trouble convincing
them.”

 


Listening to the animated chatter of the
older girls while they cleaned up their horses, Jess had to
suppress a grin. Easton Ridge’s star students were critiquing the
jumps.

“Lex, I think that oxer was a little higher
than usual. I mean, like, Tipper almost didn’t clear it. Did you
have any trouble?”

“Yeah, but I thought it was just ’cause I’m,
like, riding a different horse. Let’s ask Faith.”

Jess stepped out of the tack room and
chortled. “Early in the season, girls. . .it’s not the jump
or the horse.”

Beth was defensive. “But, Jess, I’ve
never had any trouble before!”

Jess smiled indulgently at the girl’s
petulant expression, remembering her own youthful excuses for
messing up. She understood these two youngsters perfectly.

“Don’t worry–you’re both headed for
Brandford and you know it.”

Beth’s face relaxed and she grinned. As the
two girls walked away, eagerly discussing the biggest show of the
season, Jess’s smile faded. A lot could happen before
Brandford.

The remaining spectators were gathered
around the food table, enjoying the bright sunshine and listening
to the students recount every jump, or quiver of a horse’s
back.

Jess headed toward Zada and her daughter.
“Dania, you did a great job!”

The girl responded with a dazzling smile.
“Thank you, Miss Rayder. I cannot wait until I have my own horse. I
know I will be able to ride much better!”

Zada’s laugh rang with delight, then a
wistful look crossed her face. “A girl and her horse are a team,
much better at everything they do. It was the same when I was a
young girl.”

Jess couldn’t hide her surprise. “You
ride?”

“I learned when I was younger than Dania. I
attended a private school where they had a fine stable of excellent
horses.”

“How exciting! Do you still ride?”

A veil dropped over Zada’s eyes, and her
tone cooled.

“No. I am a married woman now.”

“But you’re in America! You can do any
damned thing you want to!”

Zada’s expression sent a chill across Jess’s
shoulders.

“Miss Rayder, America is your
country–not mine.” She turned to Dania, whose demeanor had become
subdued. “Go change your clothes. Here comes Papa.”

“Miss Rayder? I am Samir Mahfood, Dania’s
father.”

Jess offered her hand. “Nice to meet you,
Mr. Mahfood.”

He gazed at her with hooded dark eyes, his
expression pleasant, but somehow intrusive. “Please, call me
Samir.”

He turned to Zada and spoke quickly in
Arabic, gesturing toward the car. She bowed slightly, then hurried
after her daughter.

“Miss Rayder, I would like to discuss my
Dania’s riding lessons. Do you have some time?”

 


“My Dania is doing well, yes?”

Samir settled into the chair, taking care
not to rumple the back of his suit coat. He smiled at the
plain-faced woman sitting behind the desk.

“Very well. She has a natural talent
for riding, and Faith is quite excited about her progress.”

Samir’s chest swelled with pride. “My wife
is very happy with this. She does not have many social activities,
except with the other wives from the mosque.”

The familiar shadow of wariness on Jessica
Rayder’s face reminded him that his ethnicity and religion were hot
topics in world news. He quelled the rush of irritation that
threatened to upset his purpose in the conversation.

“During the lunch break, I walked around
your beautiful property.”

Her features tensed a little. “Yes, we were
fortunate to find it.”

“And you are prospering with the riding
lessons?”

“We’ve worked hard for our success.”

Samir nodded, considering how best to
proceed.

“My wife has always loved horses. I am
thinking about buying a farm for her, to give her something to
occupy the time.”

“It’s very expensive to operate a horse
farm.”

“It could be no more than any other
business, could it?”

“I think you’d be surprised. We’ve grown
quickly in the past two years, but all it takes is one expensive
disaster to–” She looked startled and abruptly stopped talking.

“What do you mean, disaster?”

Her eyes reflected the blunder, and she
stammered. “Oh, nothing serious. . .you know, just a series of
small things, cash flow. . .”

He smiled, seeing her discomfort. “Ah, yes,
of course.”

Jess stood up. “If you do decide to buy a
place, I’d be happy to answer any questions you might have about
operations.”

“Insha’Allaah. Thank you.”

A feeling of purpose came over him, and his
hand slipped into a pocket, seeking the prayer beads. There is a
chink in the wall. An opportunity.

 


The last jump had been broken down, the
bright orange cones stacked neatly by the fence, and the food and
debris cleared away. Faith flopped onto one of the folding chairs
in the spectator section.

“I am so tired! These kids keep
getting younger and younger.”

Jess chuckled. “Only last week, you told me
you weren’t too old to compete anymore.”

Faith rolled her eyes. “Yeah, well, that was
then, this is now.”

In the companionable silence, Jess thought
about her near-blunder with Samir Mahfood. How could she have been
so careless? Clients had a nasty habit of abandoning stables in
financial trouble. She shook her head. And the damned fool seemed
to think running a farm was no big deal.

Faith broke the silence. “What did you think
of Dania’s father?”

“I only talked to him for a few minutes.
He’s okay, I guess.”

“Well, he makes my neck-hairs
prickle.” Faith stared at the ground for a moment. “He obviously
rules the family with an iron hand. Dania is a different child when
he’s around. . .And Zada! I thought she was gonna grovel in the
dirt, right there at the food table.” She shuddered. “I can’t
imagine being so oppressed.”

Jess nodded, thinking of the unfortunate
conversation with Zada about riding. Some things in the world would
never change, but both she and Faith needed to have some compassion
and understanding.

“You know, I didn’t think about it, but
after 9/11, they must feel a little nervous about looking like the
enemy.”

Faith stood up and stretched. “Whatever.
Dania’s father gives me the creeps. Thank God, I only have to deal
with Zada on this shopping trip.”

Jess took a deep breath. “What really
happened with you and Bill?”

Faith stared at her for a minute, obviously
trying to come up with something plausible. Then, her shoulders
drooped.

“We’ve been going round and round for a
while. He wants me to get a real job. This isn’t the first
time he’s moved out.” She sounded unsure. “He’ll probably come
back. He usually does.”

Faith’s movements seemed wooden as she tried
to act nonchalant. Jess had no solid proof that Faith had slipped
back into her former self-destructive behavior, but the suspicion
was growing by the day. How best to bring it up?
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The next morning, Jess heaved a load of
horse apples into the wheelbarrow outside the stall door. Picking
stalls was therapeutic–no concentration required, just the
mechanical, assembly line movements needed to sift through the
sawdust. Uninterrupted time to think.

She was still kicking herself for her
indiscretion with Samir. Add Doris Troy’s chilly attitude at the
show, and Jess might be faced with a sudden cash drain. Lexie
seemed fine with riding Danny, but Doris had commented that he was
an awfully large mount for such a small rider, and didn’t present a
very flattering impression. Jess jammed the fork into the sawdust.
Cripes, we hand over a sixty-thousand-dollar horse to a kid, and
Doris is worried about aesthetics. Another load of manure
landed in the cart, and she set the fork aside. At least during the
hectic week before the mishap, she hadn’t gotten around to
canceling the insurance on Danny. Thank God for small
favors.

She stepped out into the aisle and glanced
at her watch. Where the hell is Faith? I’ve finished almost half
the stalls. She wandered into the office, and had just poured a
cup of coffee when she heard Faith’s voice in the barn. She set the
cup down, and strode out into the aisle. Faith’s hair looked
uncombed, still secured with the same headband she’d worn the day
before. Large sunglasses obscured most of her face. Oh,
hell.

Jess cleared her throat loudly. “Well, nice
of you to drop in.”

“I overslept. You, on the other hand,
obviously got out of bed on the wrong side.”

Faith brushed past, shrugging out of her
cardigan, and Jess smelled stale liquor in the wake. Okay,
enough is enough.

“Knock it off. You’re hung-over, aren’t
you?”

Faith whirled around, her jaw set, her lips
forming a hard, thin line.

“You just can’t let it go, can you? I have a
cold, and I overslept. Period.”

She turned and stormed into the feed room.
Bin lids banged and cabinet doors slammed. Anger and sorrow curled
through Jess’s chest. She couldn’t let even their long friendship
jeopardize Easton Ridge.

She moved quietly into the doorway. “We need
to talk seriously.”

“About what?” Faith kept her head down as
she measured out grain.

“Why are you drinking again? You’ve been dry
for so long.”

“I had two beers last night on the way home.
What’s the big deal?” She straightened up and put her hands on her
hips. “You’re worse than Bill.”

“I hate who you turn into when you drink–I
don’t even know you. Is this why Bill left?”

“Who knows? Who cares? Just let me get my
chores done. I’m meeting Zada and Dania at noon.”

“No, you’re not. You’re going home. I’ll
finish up here.”

Faith snatched off the sunglasses and
glowered with bloodshot eyes. “What the hell does that
mean?”

“It means you’re in no condition to be
around clients. We can’t afford to lose the Mahfoods because of
your lack of self-discipline. I’m sure you know Muslims don’t
drink. Do you think they’d appreciate having you around their
daughter in your current state?”

Faith stood stock still, her expression
frozen into a mask of indignation and, for a moment, Jess thought
the battle might continue.

Faith slipped the sunglasses back on.
“Fine.”

She walked out the door, and Jess let out
the breath she’d been holding. They’d have a real conversation
about it later.

 


“Faith sends her apologies. She’s sick
today.” Jess grinned at Dania. “You’ll just have to settle for
me.”

Dania looked dubious, and a flicker of
annoyance passed over Zada’s features, but she said nothing. After
everyone settled into the farm van, Jess headed toward Waterbury.
Her passengers were quiet, only murmuring to each other in their
own language.

This ought to be
fun. She cleared her throat, determined to do the best she
could.

“Naomi Morton raises some of the finest
sport horses in New England. I’m sure she’ll have something perfect
for you, Dania.”

In the rearview mirror, Dania’s dark eyes
were unfathomable pools that gave no clue to what she might be
thinking.

Zada spoke. “We want the best for our
daughter. Money is not a problem. I hope you will keep that in
mind.”

Hallelujah!

Twenty minutes later, Jess pulled up in
front of a white farmhouse flanked by two large red barns. Horses
grazed in several pastures, separated by neat New England stone
walls. A large pond shimmered beyond one of the barns. Jess
imagined the scene blanketed in snow–a real life Currier &
Ives.

Naomi Morton had been in the horse business
a long time, and her reputation for honesty and quality stock gave
her an edge over dozens of other breeders in the region. If Zada
couldn’t find the “very best” here, Jess was in trouble.

Naomi came out to meet them, her solid body
a testament to the hard work of caring for horses.

Her sun-baked face crinkled into a smile.
“Hi-ya, Jess. Nice to see you.” She turned to Dania and offered a
hand. “I’m Naomi. You must be the famous rider, Dania.”

The girl colored, and a pleased smile spread
across her face as she took Naomi’s hand. “Yes, Ma’am.”

Naomi chuckled. “None of this Ma’am-stuff,
call me Naomi. Okay, let’s go look at horses.”

She turned on her heel and marched toward
the nearest barn. Zada and Dania followed her, and Jess brought up
the rear, relieved that Naomi had taken charge. Jess wasn’t much of
a saleswoman–that was Faith’s department. Thinking about the
situation again, disappointment filled her heart. What would happen
if Faith couldn’t, or wouldn’t, climb out of the pit this time?

Naomi brought out a small chestnut hunter
pony, similar to Dania’s schooling horse.

“Checkers has a fine competition record.
He’s done it all, and has the ribbons to prove it. He’s a good,
sound mount for a beginner.”

Zada shook her head firmly. “We want a more
refined horse, one that will complement Dania’s riding form. Do you
have any mares?”

Jess stared in disbelief, and Naomi shook
her head.

“I do, but I don’t recommend putting an
inexperienced rider on a mare. They’re unpredictable and moody
during the breeding season, which just happens to coincide with
show season.”

Zada’s jaw hardened. “I rode mares as a
young girl, and didn’t have problems.”

Naomi’s features tightened into a somewhat
patronizing expression. “Did you compete with your horse?”

Realization softened Zada’s tone. “No, I
only rode for pleasure. What else do you have?”

Naomi put the pony back into his stall, then
walked down the aisle to another. Zada murmured something to Dania,
then threw a quick look at Jess, who felt completely inadequate at
that moment.

Naomi returned, leading a large Dutch
Warmblood. His sleek coat was the color of a vintage penny, and he
wore four, almost perfectly matched white socks. Dania’s eyes lit
up and Jess groaned inwardly. Oh, Lord. I recognize that horse.
He’s fabulous, but much too strong for her. At that instant,
Jess wished she hadn’t sent Faith home.

Naomi stood the horse up to show off his
fine body. “This is Buus Ravensburgen. His barn name is Buster.
He’s one of my own bloodstock, and has made me proud on the
intermediate jumping circuit. He’s a gentle, willing gelding with a
lot of talent.” She smiled at Dania. “From what I hear, you’ll be
needing a horse like this soon.”

Zada turned to her daughter. “Do you like
him, Habibi?”

Dania moved toward the horse, her large eyes
wide with delight. “Oh, yes, Ummi!” She looked up at Naomi.
“May I pet him?”

“Of course. In fact, you’ll need to take a
ride on him before I’ll let you make a decision.”

Buster dropped his large head and sniffed
Dania’s shoulder, then nudged it. She giggled happily and stroked
his soft muzzle. Then, to Jess’s astonishment, she planted a soft
kiss on his nose. Buster nickered deep in his throat, and bobbed
his head.

A match made in heaven.

 


Jess listened to Zada and Dania talking in
the back seat. The words were a jumble, but held an unmistakable
undercurrent of excitement and happiness. She glanced at the signed
contract on the passenger seat. Eighty thousand dollars for a first
horse.

Unbelievable.

“Miss Jessica, I will bring the down-payment
in the morning. Is that convenient?”

“I’ll be there.”

Dania piped up. “Will I have Buster for my
next lesson?”

“I’m not sure, Dania. We have to get him
vet-checked and insured before Naomi will release him. I’ll try to
get everything finished by Thursday.”

She met Zada’s eyes in the rearview mirror
and saw the message: make it happen.
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Samir watched two hefty black men hoist a
twenty-foot cylinder wrapped in heavy brown paper, then march down
the loading ramp, carrying the object as though it weighed nothing.
They dropped it carelessly onto the concrete floor, then returned
to the truck. Samir eyed the parcel, then turned his attention back
to the deliverymen. Exhaust fumes drifted through the open loading
bay, burning Samir’s nose while he concentrated on keeping his
impatience under control.

The men made several more trips in and out
of the dark cargo compartment, then the last cylinder hit the
floor. A small red dot glowed from the filthy wrapper, and Samir’s
pulse jerked. He quickly signed for the delivery, pulled down the
huge door, and flipped the switch on the exhaust fan. He hurried
past the stack of carpets without a glance, and poked his head
through the curtained entrance to the front of the store.

“Hasim! I am checking the new delivery. I do
not want to be disturbed.”

A minute later, he dropped to his knees
beside the roll with the red mark. He ripped off the covering, and
the carpet unrolled, spilling an exquisite, intricate pattern of
rich reds and greens across the gray concrete.

“Ahhh, beautiful!”

He ran his hand lightly over the dense,
velvety surface, feeling the quality of the tight weave crafted by
skilled artisans. Throwing a quick glance toward the door to the
shop, he struggled to flip the heavy carpet over to locate the
label of authentication. Carefully snipping the tiny threads that
held the tag to the backing, his thoughts raced. Suddenly, his
breath came in short puffs and joy coursed through his heart. There
it was–the message he’d yearned to see these past twenty years.

 


Zada’s elegant gold Lexus disappeared down
the driveway, and Jess turned back to her desk to gaze at the fat
envelope. Eight thousand dollars in cash. Enough to make a serious
dent in the debt–but not hers to spend. The commission on an
eighty-thousand-dollar horse would be around twelve grand, but came
out of the final payment, six months down the road. She sighed and
tucked the envelope into the back of her locking desk drawer.

As she turned the key, Faith stepped into
the office. Deep creases traced her once-beautiful skin and her
red-rimmed eyes were puffy.

Jess held back a gasp. “Are you all
right?”

Faith slumped into the chair. “I guess.” She
gazed at her hands for a minute. “Jessie, I’m really sorry about
yesterday. I can’t believe I’m so messed up. I have no business
taking my problems out on you. It’s not your fault.”

Jess leaned her elbows on the desk. “Faith,
you can lick this. You did it once, you can do it again. I’ll help.
You know that.” She hesitated. “Did Bill come back?”

Silence, then a ragged sigh. “No, I think I
pushed him past the limit. Guess I got what I deserve.”

Jess wanted to soothe Faith’s pain, but knew
better. Facing up to one’s own actions was the first step in
recovery from alcohol abuse, and well-meaning friends who treated
the process lightly only worsened the situation.

“Faith, listen, we have a lot on our plate
right now. I want you to promise you’ll pick up the phone and call
me if you feel the urge to have a drink. We have to stay focused,
or we’ll lose everything we’ve both worked so hard for.”

Faith’s lower lip quivered and her eyes
glistened. “I promise. Thank you for not throwing me out.”

Jess moved around the desk to hug her
friend. “Honey, I’ll never abandon you, no matter what
happens.”

 


Jess played the message again. “This is
the Hartford Women’s Clinic calling for Jessica Rayder. Please call
Dr. Frame’s office as soon as possible.” She stared at the
small red light on the answering machine in the kitchen. Now what? She’d had her annual exam the previous
week, just before the horse show. Probably some mix-up with the
insurance. While she finished making a sandwich, elevator music
trickled through the receiver, and her thoughts moved on to the
upcoming horse show, and all the things she still needed to do.

After five minutes on hold, the doctor came
on the line. Jess instantly recognized the studied reassurance in
his tone.

“Jessica, your mammogram has some
questionable areas. I want you to come back for a repeat film.”

Heaviness pressed against her chest and she
took a deep breath. “What does ‘questionable’ mean? Cancer?”

“Not necessarily. The anomalies could be
technical error, or underexposure, but since this is your baseline
test, I want to double check. A tumor doesn’t necessarily mean
malignancy, so don’t worry until we find out more. Hold on while I
transfer you to the x-ray office.”

Jess nodded silently and, a few minutes
later, made an appointment for Wednesday. She put the phone down,
feeling the tremor in her stomach. Stay calm. He’s just being
thorough.

 


Several of Faith’s advanced students were
entered in the Hunter Jumper Silver Classic on the coming weekend,
and Jess’s responsibilities included all the show paperwork. She
buried herself in the details, building a barricade against the
dark shadow of personal turmoil. The photocopier hummed and
clicked, scanning and printing registration papers, health
certificates, and parental consents for the minor exhibitors.

“Miss Jessica?”

She jumped, sending a stack of papers
fluttering to the floor.

Samir hurried forward, dismay widening his
eyes. “Oh, my! I am so sorry!”

Jess caught her breath. “I guess I was
daydreaming or something. I didn’t hear you drive up.”



He began gathering up the scattered papers,
his smile brightening his brown face and making his dark eyes
sparkle. For a moment, Jess noticed his swarthy good looks, like
those of the swashbuckling heroes of old adventure movies.

He handed her the rescued pages. “Next time,
I will honk the horn, as we do in my country.” He chuckled. “There,
we honk at everything, and at nothing.”

Jess turned off the copier, then faced him.
”What can I do for you this morning?”

“I have been thinking about Dania’s lessons.
I have always thought it was foolishness, this desire to ride
horses. She is so young, and there are many things she must learn
to do before she becomes a grown woman.”

Jess’s heart sank. He’s going to pull her
out.

He gestured expansively. “But I have seen
how happy she is, and my wife’s pleasure, as well. I want to be
more involved, be a part of their happiness.”

Jess quietly exhaled her relief. “That’s
good. We believe students have a better chance at success when
their parents are involved. You’re most welcome to come to Dania’s
lessons.”

An embarrassed smile crept over his face.
“That’s not exactly what I had in mind.”

“You want to take riding
lessons?”

He laughed. “No, no. I would just like the
opportunity to be around the stable, and enjoy the relaxing
atmosphere.” His expression grew pensive. “I have spent my life in
America building a business, making a place for my family in this
wonderful country. I have taken no time for myself, made no room
for play–only work, work, work. I want to change that.”

Jess suppressed her astonishment. “Samir,
you’re welcome to visit any time.”

He bobbed his head and smiled broadly, his
white teeth gleaming. “Shukran! Thank you! Thank you very
much!”

An hour later, Jess watched the Mercedes
glide down the driveway. She’d given him the deluxe barn-tour, and
he’d seemed genuinely interested in the horses and the work
routine. His enthusiasm for spending his leisure time at the barn
puzzled her, but relief that Dania would continue to fill the
stable coffers was her prevailing emotion.

“What did the A-Rab want?”

Jess looked up at Faith and scowled. “Stop
calling him that! He just wanted to tell me what a great job we’re
doing.” A shiver of anger moved across her shoulders. “You have to
knock off the prejudice crap.”

Faith shrugged as she moved into the office.
“Sorry. When will Dania’s horse be delivered?”

“As soon as I get him insured. Maybe by
Friday, I don’t know.” She shook her head. “He might be too strong
for a beginner. We’ll have to see. Oh, by the way, I’ll be out of
the office Wednesday morning. Can you manage on your own?”

Faith bristled. “What’s that supposed
to mean?”

Jess closed her eyes. “Faith, it means
nothing. Lighten up.”

 


That evening, Jess curled up on the couch in
front of the television, attempting to numb her brain with the
inane problems of the shallow characters on the screen. It didn’t
work. After twenty minutes of playing out every possible scenario
about the x-ray appointment, she pushed the worry away to
contemplate the envelope hidden in her desk. If she could double
that money, all their problems would be solved. A thump ran through
her pulse. After her doctor appointment, the whole thing might be
academic.

She poured a glass of wine, and wandered out
to the porch to think. The public poker tables at the casino
weren’t the answer. She needed a big game, and a little time. She
stared into the dark. Elvora had already given her an open
invitation–why not?
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In the early morning light, Samir cruised
slowly along the access road around Easton Ridge, memorizing the
rustic countryside. The area was isolated, yet only minutes from
major highways and transportation centers. A number of cars and
trucks passed, headed in the opposite direction, and a large SUV
roared up behind him, then swept past and disappeared around a
curve. A little congested, but still a good location.

His thoughts turned to Jessica Rayder. A
strong, independent woman, yes, but beneath the brittle exterior,
he sensed panic. Her eyes held the wary look of a bird with a
broken wing, waiting to be taken at any moment. If he could learn
the source of her fear, it might strengthen his position.

 


Faith’s voice echoed outside the office
door. Jess quickly placed the accounting ledger over the
down-payment money, and pasted a bright smile on her face.

“All done with lessons?”

“Yeah, but I must have been having an off
day. I didn’t have much patience with the older girls. I really
shouldn’t need to remind them about things they learned years
ago.”

Jess nodded, uncomfortably aware of the
hidden money. “Maybe they’re just nervous about the show. When are
you leaving for Springfield?”

“Thursday at six. I want to get in early so
the horses have time to rest from the trip.”

“Okay. I’ll meet you up there around
noon.”

Faith left the office, and Jess scooped up
the money and stuffed it back into the envelope, doubt suddenly
crashing in on her. I have no business even considering this
idea. This is not my money. What if I lose it?

 


Casey was the last horse to come in for the
night, and she trotted along briskly, bobbing her head in
anticipation of dinner. Jess smiled, loving the familiarity of the
evening routine. The old mare hurried to her feed bucket, and
buried her nose in the fresh grain. Jess leaned on the stall door,
relaxing into the serenity of the moment.

“Hello?”

What the hell is he doing here this time
of night? She composed a smile, and turned to greet Samir, then
almost laughed, but managing to curb the impulse in time. The
proper businessman–always elegantly suited, white-shirted and
necktied–wore stiff new blue jeans, a western shirt with pearl
studs, and loud yellow snakeskin cowboy boots, complete with silver
tips. The only thing missing was a Stetson.

Jess struggled for the right thing to say,
but the words still came out wrong.

“Samir! Are you going to a rodeo?”

His happy expression faded into wide-eyed
confusion. “Rodeo? Uh, no, I came to help with the chores.”

Remembering his astonishment that she and
Faith were doing all the barn work, she smiled, a little ashamed,
but genuinely grateful.

“Thanks. We can always use some
help.”

 


The stench of urine-soaked stall bedding
clung to Samir’s clothes, and permeated the interior of the
Mercedes, masking its usual rich, leathery smell. He concentrated
on the road, pushing away the disgusting odor and images of the
afternoon’s unpleasant activities. Allaah had given him a direction
and a purpose, and Samir was a most willing servant.

His cellphone chimed, then his pulse
quickened at the voice he hadn’t heard in over two years.

“Samir, my old friend. I have news. Two fine
carpets will be delivered to you next week. They are very
expensive, and will require special handling. Store them in a
protected place.”

Samir smiled. “I have the perfect spot. I
will take good care of them.”

“Excellent. Good-bye, my friend. Allaahu
akbar.”

 


Later that afternoon, Samir’s cellphone
vibrated on the desk. He quickly set aside the daily accounting
reports, and glanced around to see if anyone was nearby.

The caller’s brusque tone rumbled through
the receiver. “Dirk Dickson here.”

“Ah, yes. Good afternoon. How are you
today?”

“Didja wanna chat, or do ya want the
info?”

Samir frowned. Americans are so rude.
“Yes, please. What did you learn?” He listened, nodding slowly.
“Mr. Dickson, would it be possible for you to continue your
observation?”

“Sure, for another three hundred bucks.”

“It is no problem. I will meet you at the
casino tonight, same place.”

Samir set the phone aside and nodded. The
details were coming together nicely. Not only did the horsewomen
face possible eviction, but apparently Miss Jessica also had some
health problems. As he’d suspected, she was under a great deal of
strain.
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Jess shivered in the tiny cubicle. Why do
they keep these places so damned cold? She pulled at the paper
gown, trying to cover herself. The sharp odor of disinfectant
tickled her nasal passages, further elevating her anxiety.
Suddenly, the dressing room curtain whisked aside, and she
jumped.

“Okay, Miss Rayder, I’m ready for you.”

The plump technician waddled down the hall
and into a small room, dominated by a floor-to-ceiling x-ray
machine. She consulted a piece of paper, then gestured at Jess.

“He wants the right side. Slip off your gown
and step up close to the machine.”

Jess’s skin pimpled in the chilly air, and
she flinched as the technician positioned the breast on the cold
metal film plate.

“Let me know if this gets too tight. I wanna
make sure we get it right this time. . .I caught some flak for the
last one.”

A motor hummed and the upper plate of the
machine began to descend, connecting with Jess’s soft flesh,
pressing it hard against the bottom plate. Her eyes teared and she
clenched her jaw.

“Take a deep breath and don’t move.”

Frozen into the frightening moment, her
thoughts raced. What if she did have cancer? What would her
future hold?

The pressure released, and the technician
touched her shoulder. “You can put the gown back on, but wait in
the dressing room ’til I check the film.”

Alone again with her thoughts, self-pity
moved through Jess’s mind. She had no family, no close friends,
other than Faith. No one to miss her if she died. The thought stung
like a slap, and she straightened up on the bench and angrily
squared her shoulders. She would not get all worked up
before she had a reason.

The curtain parted and the technician’s
round face peeked in.

“You can get dressed. The doctor will call
you after the radiologist reads the film.”

 


Jess didn’t feel like returning to the farm
right away, so she headed north along the Farmington River. The
heavily populated urban areas of Hartford and New Britain sprawled
in all directions. Connecticut’s close proximity to New York City
kept the economy booming, and the residents well-heeled, but within
a few miles of those outer edges of humanity, the countryside
changed to dense forest and rolling hills. Small pockets of poverty
still nestled in these rural areas, evidenced by the occasional
small run-down farm, or house trailer in an overgrown yard filled
with rusted cars and trucks.

She followed the winding road through the
country, and finally pulled into a small picnic site beside the
Nepaug Reservoir. Beneath the shady canopy of oak trees, she gazed
at the sunlight reflecting off the water, and wondered about the
future.

 


Two hours later, Jess strode through the
entrance to the casino, and scanned the sea of gamblers, searching
for Elvora’s pleasant brown face. As if by ESP, the casino manager
appeared beside her.

“Good afternoon, Jessica. Here for the
night?”

“Not this time–actually, I came to see
you.”

Elvora’s brown eyes twinkled. “I’m
listenin’.”

“You said you could get me into a
high-stakes poker game, a private one.”

“What a coincidence. . .I’m putting together
a game for the weekend after next. You’d be a good addition.”

Jess hesitated. The game would almost
coincide with Frank’s deadline. She’d be cutting it close.

“Would you arrange that for me?”

“Sure, honey. Give me a call at the end of
the week, and I’ll set you up with the details.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.”

Elvora smiled. “I don’t mean to get
personal, but for this game, you might want to dress up a little
bit.” She winked. “And try a little makeup. I think you’ll feel
more at ease with the other players in the group.”

Jess’s idea of dressing up consisted of good
black slacks and a clean blouse. She cocked her head. “You mean, a
dress?”

“Yup, preferably something classy. These are
very wealthy folks.”

“Okay, if you say so.”

Jess moved across the casino floor, shaking
her head. Irritation replaced perplexity. What did her appearance
have to do with how well she played cards? She passed a small
cocktail lounge, and someone laughed loudly. After a cursory
glance, she did a double-take, and stopped to stare. Anger roiled
through her chest. In a corner booth, Faith’s boyfriend held hands
with a young blonde woman.

Without a thought of whether she had any
right, Jess strode up to the couple, and laced her arms across her
chest.

“Well, I see it didn’t take you long to get
over Faith!”

Bill looked startled, then his smooth
personality kicked in. “Excuse me, but is that any of your
concern?”

Jess relaxed her stance a little. “Yes, it
is. She’s a shambles.”

He looked away. “You got that right.”

His companion rose and excused herself,
saying she’d be back in a minute.

Bill scowled up at Jess. “You have a helluva
lot of nerve, you know.”

“Bill, what happened? You guys were doing so
well.”

His brusque manner faded, and a glimmer of
sorrow passed through his eyes.

“I love her more than anything in the world.
I wanted to have a future, a family, but apparently she doesn’t
want the same things. I can’t spend my life waiting for her to
climb out of a vodka bottle.”
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By the time Jess arrived at the Eastern
States Exposition Center the following day, the exhibitor parking
lot was jammed with trucks, trailers, campers, and cars. The huge
fairground was home to hundreds of events every year, and horse
shows filled a large portion of the schedule from April through
September. Animal barns, outdoor arenas, exhibition buildings, and
a huge coliseum sprawled over a hundred and seventy-five acres. The
background clamor of neighing horses, shouts and laughter, the
muffled public address system, and muted music filled her with the
familiar excitement of competition.

The Easton stalls were located in the large
barn close to the coliseum. As Jess approached, Beth and Lexie were
leading their horses toward the practice ring, their young voices
bubbling with enthusiasm. Jess smiled. Nothing ever really
changes in this business.

Faith stood in the grooming stall with
Dania.

“Oh, good! You’re here. The bedding order
got fouled up and I’m short. Would you go over and take care of
it?”

“Sure.” Jess looked at Dania. “Are you
excited about your first real show?”

The girl’s face glowed, bringing out her
youthful beauty. “Yes!” Her expression instantly clouded. “But I
wanted to ride Buster.”

Faith chuckled. “Dania, you need to spend
some time getting used to him before you ride him in a show.” She
gave Jess a pointed look. “We need to talk.”

Jess’s stomach jigged. “I’ll go take care of
the bedding.”

Hurrying across the grounds to the show
office, she tried to calm her jittery pulse. This Buster-thing
could get her into real trouble.

 


Twelve little girls composed Dania’s hunter
class. Jess stood beside Faith at the rail as they watched each
rider go through the course. Dania made her warm-up approach to the
first obstacle, and Jess held her breath as the small girl guided
the pony through the course. Faith exhaled sharply as Dania
finished and trotted through the out-gate.

“I’m telling you, Jess, she is so
good. If her parents would allow it, she could go on to become a
national champion, compete at Rolex–maybe even train for the
Olympics.”

Jess chuckled at Faith’s enthusiasm and
confidence in her students. Dania wasn’t the first Easton Ridge
rider who’d been groomed for bigger things.

The background noises faded and Jess gazed
at the scene, feeling like an invisible spectator. How would she
make it through the day? Through the week? Doctor Frame’s words
echoed through her head, and her throat tightened. The cloudy mass
on the x-ray was no technician’s error and, though the doctor was
optimistic, Jess shivered at the looming prospect of a biopsy the
coming week. Until then, she’d have to wrestle the demons in her
brain and the pain in her heart.

Life’s a bitch, and then you die. Her
pulse skipped. This wasn’t amusing. What had she done to deserve
all this trouble? Anger replaced the fear. Not a damned thing, and
if anything else went wrong in her life, she’d be doing chores on
the funny farm.

Howard London’s handsome face drifted into
her thoughts and she closed her eyes. If she got through this
alive, she’d make a trip to Idaho. Time to get a life.

She pushed away the morbid thoughts and
scanned the grandstand, looking for the Mahfoods. The two Middle
Easterners stood out against the background of pale spectators
surrounding them, and Jess wondered if they felt out of place. Then
she remembered Zada’s terse comments about America. I suspect
they are painfully aware of the emotions running high in this
country.

Faith whooped loudly and waved her arms.
“Go, Dania!”

The child trotted her horse over to the ring
steward to accept a third place ribbon. She flashed a beautiful
smile up at her parents and, at that moment, she was just another
little girl in love with horses.

Twenty minutes later, Jess listened to
Dania’s affectionate conversation with her pony as she wiped sweat
from the saddle area. The scene reminded Jess of her own first time
in the ring.

Faith’s low voice pierced the nostalgic
moment. “Follow me. I want to ask you something.”

Uh-oh, here it comes.

They moved out of earshot of the
students.

“Naomi called last night and wanted to know
when she’d get the down-payment on Buster.”

The challenge hung in the air, and Jess’s
heartbeat skipped.

“I deposited the cash, and meant to write a
check, then I got really busy and plumb forgot about it. I’ll do it
as soon as I get home.” She smiled confidently. “She’s not worried,
is she?”

“No, but Dania is, and I suspect the next
thing will be Mama Mahfood breathing down my neck. I’m telling you,
Jess, that humble act beneath the headscarf is really phony–why do
the men make them wear those things, anyway?”

“Faith, the men don’t have anything to do
with it. Muslim women cover their hair as an act of faith. The
scarf is called a hijaab, and is not required.” She
touched Faith’s arm. “These are normal people, just like you and
me.”

Faith shrugged and looked away. “I suppose,
but I can’t help it.” Her gaze snapped back and a frown creased her
forehead. “Since when do you know so much about Muslims?”

“When the Mahfoods first came to the barn, I
thought it might help to know a little bit about their culture. I
did some research on the internet.”

Faith gave her a blank look. “Hmph. Oh, by
the way, we have a new stall cleaner.”

Jess jammed her fists onto her hips and
glowered.

“What’s the matter with you? We just let
everyone go ’cause we can’t pay them.”

Faith glared back. “If you’ll let me finish?
This woman wants riding lessons, but doesn’t have the money, so she
offered to trade work for them. Her name’s Mona Johnson, and she
lives just down the road. She can come in every morning for a
couple of hours.”

Jess felt foolish. “Oh. Sorry.”

“I hope you get over your bad temper soon.
We’re into serious show season, and I could use your help.” Faith
stepped up close. “Are you sure you’re okay? I mean,
really?”

Her sad expression made Jess feel like a
rebellious child rejecting genuine concern.

“I’m fine.”

Her abrupt tone hit its target, and Faith’s
sympathetic expression disappeared. She nodded curtly, then walked
back toward the stalls. Jess watched her for a moment, pain
clamping down on her throat. Why couldn’t she open up and let Faith
in?

 


Thinking about her imminent shopping trip,
Jess watched the cars and trucks weave through the growing traffic.
She knew she wasn’t glamorous, but it had never bothered her. In
the past, when she and Faith had attended the fancy post-Brandford
parties, she’d pulled out a dated black dress from the back of her
closet, and called it good. Now, recalling the expensive attire of
the other women at those events, she grimaced. She’d probably
looked about as appealing as a teen-aged boy dressed up in one of
his father’s old suits.

I’ll stop in West Hartford, see if I can
find something suitable. She shook her head, amazed she was
even considering such an idea. A shopper, she was not. She pulled
into the Westfarms Mall and stared at the entrance to the Ann
Taylor store. Prepare for battle.
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Jess accelerated and moved into the
thickening commuter traffic, then turned on the CD player. Easy
jazz surrounded her, and she leaned back in her seat to think about
the future, whatever it might be. Howard’s tan face and dazzling
smile jumped into her thoughts, and her pulse skittered. Suppose,
when this was all over, she pursued a relationship with him? She
could easily control it, given the geographical distance between
them. The daydream moved to long walks in the woods, romantic
nights in front of a fire, steamy sex under–

A piercing wail suddenly battled with the
smooth notes of a saxophone. She looked in the rearview mirror and
her stomach twitched. Damn! Behind her, state patrol
headlights flashed blindingly. She glanced at the speedometer, took
a deep breath, and steered the car to the side of the highway. In
the rearview mirror, she watched the trooper get out of his car. He
was young and slim, and his uniform shirt molded perfectly to his
chest. He settled the distinctive wide-brimmed hat carefully over
his blonde crew cut, then started toward her.

His blue eyes were friendly. “Afternoon,
Miss. May I see your license and registration?”

Up close, he wasn’t as young as she’d
thought.

“Was I speeding, Officer?”

He grinned. “I don’t know. . .were
you?”

She laughed. “I don’t think so.”

“Are you aware that one of your turn-signal
lights isn’t working?”

He stopped me for a burned-out
taillight?

She shook her head. “No. I wonder when
that happened.”

“I’ll be back in a minute. Please stay in
the car.”

A few minutes later, he reappeared and
handed her papers through the window.

He had a nice smile. “I’m not gonna cite
you, but you do need to get that light fixed.”

She glanced at his nametag. “Thank you,
Officer Carter. I’ll do that as soon as I get home.”

His gaze drifted to the jumble of bridles on
the passenger seat, and his expression brightened. “You have
horses?”

“I own a riding stable. I’m on my way home
from a show.”

The trooper relaxed onto his elbows,
settling in for a chat. “You know, my little girl wants to take
lessons. We’ve been thinking about it. . .Where’s your place?”

“In Whigville.”

“Hey, you’re right in my neighborhood. We
live in Canton. You have any openings? Maybe I’ll drop by some
weekend, let Kristy watch a lesson.”

“That’s a good idea. Easton Ridge Equestrian
Center on Easton Road. You can’t miss it.”

Trooper Carter straightened up and thumped
his knuckles twice against the car door. “Well, Miss Rayder, you
have a nice day. And don’t forget that taillight.”

 


Jess entered the barn and sprinted for the
phone.

“Jessica? Howard London from Idaho. Remember
me?”

A shock of pleasure careened through her
chest. Do I ever.

“Yes, of course I remember you. What a nice
surprise. How are you?”

“I’m good. Business is hectic, but that’s
normal this time of year. How about you? Keeping all those little
girls happy?”

Jess laughed, surprised at her pleasure in
hearing his voice. She’d often wondered if she’d ever see him
again.

“Oh, yes–it’s the way we keep our
pocketbooks filled.”

His wonderful deep laugh boomed through the
receiver. “Well, surprise–I’m calling from Hartford.”

Her stomach jumped, and prickles of
anticipation crawled over her skin. “What are you doing
there?”

“I had some business to take care of in New
York. I really love the great outdoors, but I’m a city boy, at
heart. Sometimes I just have to get back to the chaos of the bright
lights to remind me how lucky I am to be away from it.” He laughed.
“Isn’t that absurd? Anyway, I thought I’d hit the casino before I
head back to the wilds. Wondered if you might join me for dinner
Saturday night.”

Five minutes later, Jess hung up the phone,
feeling like a schoolgirl with her first prom date.

 


Jess slid the barn door closed, and started
toward the house, a new bounce in her step. A familiar black
Mercedes turned onto the lane, and she halted in mid-stride,
irritation spoiling her happy mood.

Samir honked and pulled over. He grinned as
he climbed out of the car.

“See? I didn’t frighten you this time.”

She smiled thinly. “What’s up, Samir? I’m
really beat.”

“Yes, I’m sure you are, but I want to
discuss something important.”

“Could it wait until tomorrow?”

His smile faded. “No, I think time is not on
your side.”

Something in his tone sent fear through her
chest. “What do you mean?”

He gestured toward the barn. “Could we go
inside to talk?”

She turned and retraced her steps,
uncomfortably aware of the man beside her. Maybe he wanted to talk
about Dania’s new horse. She could bluff this one–no problem.

A minute later, he leaned forward in the
chair. “I know you are having financial problems here, and I would
like to help.”

Jess bristled. “I don’t know what you’re
talking about. We’re doing quite well.”

“Jessica, I have been in business a long
time. I see the signs.” He waved a hand expansively. “Surely, you
do not want to lose all this.”

How could he possibly know anything about
the farm’s finances? She refocused on his words.

“I do not want you to lose it, either. My
Dania and Zada are so happy to come here, and I enjoy being here,
as well.”

“We’re not going–”

He held up a hand. “Let me help you. I have
an idea.”

She sank back into the chair to listen.

“Two of my nephews are attending college
here in the United States. They will return to Yemen in the fall,
but they need something to do until then. If they came to work for
you for the next two months, that would help, yes?”

“Samir, you don’t understand. I can’t
afford–”

He raised his hand again. “I will pay their
wages. I want to help.” He chuckled. “Besides, they need something
to keep them occupied, and I think I am not cut out for the country
life, after all. My nephews will be more suitable.”

Jess’s brain slipped into gear. More
foreigners. Faith will go ballistic.

“That’s very generous of you, and we can
certainly use the help.”

Samir relaxed and sat back. “Good. It is
settled then.”

A string of red beads materialized in his
hand, and his fingers moved rhythmically across each one. His dark
eyes glittered above a tentative smile.

“How are you feeling?”

Jess felt ill. “I’m fine, thank you. Now, if
you’ll excuse me, it’s been a very long day.”

He rose and smiled. “Do you need assistance
here tomorrow morning? I could come, if you like.”

Her smile felt wooden. “No, that won’t be
necessary, but thank you. I’ll see you at the show.”

He bowed politely.
“Insha’Allaah.”

 


Sleep wouldn’t come, despite Jess’s
exhaustion. The unsettling conversation with Samir played over and
over through her head and, with each repetition, she found
different rationales for his comments. Why had he asked her how she
felt? Was there a message there? Was she being paranoid? She’d been
so distracted for the past few days. Had she been careless with
information again? I have to regain control of my life. She
squeezed her eyes shut. Assuming I’m going to live.
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On Saturday morning, Jess pulled the plastic
film away from the charming dark green dress. The frock had simple
lines, a scooped neck, and long fitted sleeves. It looked rather
plain on the hanger, but she remembered her stunning reflection in
the dressing room mirror. The dress didn’t cling, but touched her
in all the right places, making her straight body look mysteriously
curvy. The perfect color brightened her hair and drew some of the
sallow shades from her skin.

Her gaze drifted down to the black sweater
she wore, and followed the contours of the knit as it draped across
her breasts, a part of her that might be hiding a horrible secret.
Dr. Frame had tried to reassure her that the biggest percentage of
breast masses were non-malignant, but she still couldn’t shake the
fear. The biopsy on Monday morning would reveal her future. Until
then, she had to think about other things to keep her
emotions under control.

Her throat tightened. Maybe she’d wake up
and find that the past six months had simply been a bad dream. She
took a deep breath, willing herself to concentrate on a positive
and bright future. Howard’s call had sparked an enthusiasm she
hadn’t felt in years. Since the divorce, she’d shied away from any
attachments that might derail her goals. Idaho was three thousand
miles away–how much safer could she be?

At noon, chores finished and car packed, she
picked up the freeway and headed north to Springfield. Once the car
slipped into the stream of traffic, her thoughts turned to Samir’s
proposition, and his comment about running out of time. He was
definitely beginning to make her nervous.

 


Back in the hubbub of horse show, Jess
studied the array of brightly-colored ribbons hanging over the
entrance to Easton’s stalls. Faith’s kids were having a great show,
the kind of positive publicity that could attract new clients. Jess
gazed at the banner across the aisle. “Faith Angelo at Easton Ridge
Equestrian Center.” Jess’s own skill as a horse trainer, her good
eye for performance prospects, and her excellent business acumen
were important, but Faith’s national reputation was the glue that
held it all together.

By two o’clock, the Easton students were
finished with classes, and Jess headed south, her thoughts
centering on the promise of the poker game. Time to get
aggressive. Either that, or rob a bank. She chuckled at the
ludicrous idea, recalling a news story earlier in the year about
some looney-tunes woman who’d managed to pull off three bank
robberies in one afternoon. I’m not that
desperate. Yet. Her thoughts refocused on Samir. Why was he
so interested in helping her? It seemed unlikely that he was so
wrapped up in his family’s recreational activities that he’d go to
the trouble of trying to help solve someone else’s financial woes.
The logical client response would be to move the student to a
different stable. And why had he made a point of telling her he
knew they had money problems?

 


Jess laughed at her image in the mirror.
“You are so inept!”

She leaned closer, struggling with a mascara
wand that had just escaped from her eyelashes. Huffing with
exasperation, she snatched up a tissue to capture the brown glob
clinging to one eyebrow.

“I can’t believe women do this every
day.”

A minute later, she stepped back to check
the effect of her efforts. The woman staring back at her didn’t
resemble the one who’d inhabited her body for so long. The touch of
color on her cheeks and lips defined her features and, even though
she’d had a hard time with them, the eye shadow and mascara made
her look quite glamorous.

By the time she’d fiddled with her
uncooperative hair, zipped into the green dress, and slipped into a
pair of heels, her palms felt clammy and her breath came in quick
little snatches. This is ridiculous! Why am I so nervous? A
touch of doubt flickered into her thoughts, and the ever-present
black cloud of anxiety fed her sense of impending doom and
helplessness.

 


Jess stepped from the elevator into the
cavernous lobby of Seven Rivers Casino, then moved across the
marble floor to the center of the large hall, where a magnificent
fountain sculpture commanded the entryway. A life-size bronze
Indian warrior stood beside a tumbling waterfall, his arms raised
to the sky, the serenity of prayer etched into his strong features.
The soothing sound of running water enveloped Jess in a quieting
sense of solitude.

“Jessica?”

A flutter moved in the pit of her stomach,
she turned, and the flutter leaped into a frenzy. Howard was even
more attractive than she remembered. A navy blazer hung from his
square shoulders, a crisp contrast to his sharply creased chino
trousers and pale blue button-down shirt. A red-and-grey striped
tie drew attention upward to his tanned face and sparkling blue
eyes.

He stepped forward, a wide smile brightening
his face. “Man, you look gorgeous!”

She squirmed with embarrassment and
pleasure. “Thank you. I, uh, don’t have much occasion to dress
up.”

He squeezed her arm. “We should definitely
fix that problem! Where shall we eat?”

They strolled leisurely through the
beautifully landscaped courtyard in front of the casino and hotel,
and a few minutes later, Jess gasped at the breathtaking view from
the glassed-in elevator that crawled up the outside of the
twenty-story building.

Howard whistled softly. “I can’t believe
this place, out here in the middle of nowhere, better than any of
the Atlantic City resorts, and it’s a helluva lot classier than
most Las Vegas casinos.”

“Do you spend a lot of time gambling? You
seem to know all the big names.”

He laughed. “I don’t really come to gamble,
more for the resort atmosphere, the pool, different scenery. These
places are such a bargain because they offer good prices, nice
hotels, cheap meals, etcetera, hoping you’ll spend your money at
the tables.”

“Do you gamble at all?”

He grinned. “Yeah, sometimes I play the
roulette wheel, and I like blackjack.” His expression sobered. “But
I have a pact with myself that I won’t jeopardize my retirement at
the gaming tables. I worked too hard to get where I am now.”

Jess swallowed the lump rising in her
throat, guilt edging into her chest. In contrast to Howard, she was
prepared to literally gamble with the farm, take a chance on
everything she’d worked so hard to achieve. But what
alternatives did she have?

Howard opened the menu. “This looks as good
as my favorite New York City restaurant.”

A few minutes later, he raised his glass.
“To a great evening with a beautiful woman.”

Jess blushed and took a sip of wine, and
felt the harsh reality of her life ebbing away.

Howard talked about his lodge in Idaho,
explaining that during the better part of the year, business was
brisk at the fishing and hunting preserve. The winter months were
slower, since few tourists cared to brave the harsh winters in the
mountains of western Idaho.

“We still get a few die-hard tough-guys that
want to hunt for elk, so I stay open year-round.”

Jess set her glass down and leaned forward.
“Do you ever miss practicing law?”

“Once in a while, but not often. It’s a
tough job with a lot of stress.” He shook his head. “And I hate to
lose a case, but occasionally that goes with the territory.”

His manner was sincere and forthright, so
different from the edgy, nervous horse-industry professionals Jess
was used to being around. She nodded solemnly. Howard shrugged off
the beginnings of a serious mood, and grinned.

“Anyway, I keep my license current, just in
case I get tired of good-ol’ boys with guns.” He cocked his head
and squinted at her. “So, how come we always talk about me? I want
to know more about you.”

“There’s nothing terribly interesting to
tell. I just work and keep the place running. We never thought
Easton would become so successful, but we aren’t complaining.”

She hoped her bravado sounded
convincing.

Howard nodded. “I guess being in the right
place at the right time with the right skills is paramount for
success. I know I sure lucked out.”

Jess enjoyed watching his face as he talked,
the way his trim moustache twitched with each word, and the amazing
dimple that punctuated one cheek when he grinned.

He gave her a mischievous wink. “How about
taking me to see this fancy place of yours?”

She blinked, caught off guard. “Sure, that
would be great sometime.”

“No, I mean tomorrow. Sunday’s your day off,
isn’t it? I don’t have to leave until about four–it’ll only take me
a few hours to get home.”

“To Idaho?”

He grinned. “Yeah, I have my own little
plane.”

A jumble of thoughts raced through Jess’s
head. Faith and the horses would return sometime late in the
morning. It probably wasn’t a good time for a tour, but what the
hell.

She smiled. “Okay, it’s a date.”

He rose from the table. “Interest you in a
nightcap?”

She glanced at her watch. “It’s way past my
bedtime. I’d better say goodnight.” She looked up and smiled,
suddenly feeling shy. “But thank you anyway.”

He offered his arm. “I’ll escort you to your
room.”

Jess’s fingers slipped over the smooth
surface of the gabardine coat sleeve, the simple gesture feeling so
intimate. His warmth pervaded the layers, seeping into her skin,
and sending her thoughts in a new direction.

They stopped at the door to her room.

Howard’s tone was offhand. “Are you seeing
anyone?”

“Good grief, no! I haven’t had time for a
social life since Easton opened. “Oh, that sounded great!

Howard lifted her chin and searched her eyes
for a moment. “Looks like I have a lot of work to do.” He grinned,
then brushed her cheek with a kiss. “’Nite. See you bright and
early.”

Jess closed the door behind her and leaned
against it, her heart thumping, her head filled with
disappointment. She sighed. About what? The fact he was a
gentleman? She certainly hadn’t sent any signals telling him
she wanted otherwise.

“Fool!”

She pushed away from the door and tossed her
handbag on the dresser. In the mirror, a rosy flush colored her
cheeks and her usually dull eyes sparkled.

“New game plan. Tomorrow I’ll make sure
there’s no doubt in his mind.”
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In the brilliant morning light, Jess’s
romantic pie-in-the-sky dreams seemed unrealistic. A twinge of
sadness moved through her chest. No matter how much she wanted to
follow her yearnings, she couldn’t think about personal
involvements until she knew where her life was headed. She sighed
and walked outside to wait for Howard. The sun warmed her shoulders
and she took a deep breath of fresh air. Maybe she should make up
an excuse to cancel his visit to the farm. A minute later, he
emerged from the hotel, and a stir of excitement sent the dismal
thoughts packing.

His rich baritone thrummed through the cool
air. “Good morning! Is this a fabulous day, or what? Are you
hungry? There’s a little doughnut shop down the road.”

His obvious pleasure in simply being alive
sent a warm flush of optimism through her head. Maybe all her
problems would sort themselves out, and she’d have the chance to
explore her new feelings.

A few minutes later, Howard beamed across
the café table. “I really enjoyed last night.” A small, foolish
smile rippled his moustache. “Made me feel young again.”

Jess pushed everything out of her mind but
the moment. “I know, me too.”

 


Howard gaped at the barn. “This is fabulous!
I never dreamed a riding stable could be so elegant.”

Pride warmed Jess’s cheeks, and she
chuckled. “It’s not that fancy. This place looks like hicksville
next to some of the facilities in Westchester County. But we
couldn’t afford the rent in that area, so here we are.”

Right. And even in the low-rent district, we
got into trouble.

She shook off the negative thought and,
giving her best impression of a tour-guide, took Howard through all
the various parts of the huge barn. An excited nicker echoed from a
nearby stall, and Jess laughed.

“Meet Casey, my very first horse.”

Howard’s hands settled onto Jess’s
shoulders, his warmth a startling reminder of her simmering
fantasies.

His deep voice whispered close by. “You’re
lucky to have such a wonderful life.”

He smoothed one hand over the mare’s back,
and Jess’s throat tightened painfully at the gentle gesture. The
comforting quiet of the barn formed a cocoon around them, and she
felt as though her heart would break for wanting things to be
different.

She cleared her throat, breaking the
silence. “Okay, next stop on the tour is the brag room.”

The soft lights in the trophy room
illuminated the array of ribbons and awards on display, giving the
room the look of an art gallery. Howard whistled under his
breath.

“Wow! Are these all yours?”

“Some of them are mine. Most of them belong
to Faith, or our star students.”

He moved to the wall of photographs and, a
moment later, pointed to the newspaper article.

Jess chuckled. “That was a long time ago. We
had some great times.”

“Do you still ride?”

“Almost every day. It keeps me somewhat
sane.” She motioned toward the door. “That’s all for the barn. Come
on, I’ll show you the rest of the property.”

Howard exhaled sharply as they trudged
across the gravel. “Man, you need a golf-cart to get around this
place.”

“Nah, we’re tough. Besides. . .” She threw
him a sly look. “All this walking helps us keep our youthful
figgers.”

Howard’s frank perusal of her body became an
instant reminder of her hidden secret. The specter of breast cancer
sent a shudder of despair through her heart.

He cocked his head and squinted one eye.
“Have you ever been out West?”

She shook her head.

“Well, let me tell you, riding stables out
there are really basic. You could teach those folks a thing or two
about how to put one of these places together.” He grinned. “Maybe
when you’re rich and retired, you could leave all this behind, come
out West and start over.”

Another fantasy. Looming death or physical
disfigurement, bankruptcy, the shattered dreams. It was all too
much, and pain clamped around Jess’s throat. She blinked furiously
at the tears suddenly gathering behind her eyelids. Howard moved
closer and grasped her shoulders, his eyes dark with concern.

“Jess, I’m here if you need to talk to
someone.”

The sincerity in his voice sent the waiting
tears over the edge. The urge to step into his arms and feel the
solid comfort of his sympathy almost overwhelmed her.

She stepped back and shook her head. “I
can’t. But thank you.”

He nodded, disappointment shading his
features. “I have to go. I have a take-off slot at four.”

“No time for a tour of Whigville?”

“Not this trip. . .Next time?”

His intense gaze made her stomach jig.
Please, let there be a next time. Before she could respond,
a truck and horse trailer turned into the driveway.
Dammit!

He turned toward the sound. “Customers?”

“No, it’s Faith. She’s been at a horse show
in Springfield.”

The truck rolled to a stop beside them, and
Faith jumped out, her face flushed. Jess’s thoughts raced.
There’s a real possibility for disaster here.

Faith grinned. “Good morning! Ready to help
unload horses?” She faced Howard and stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m
Faith Angelo. I’m sure Jessie has told you all about me.”

“Howard London. Yes, she speaks very highly
of you.”

Faith threw Jess a wicked look, then turned
her attention back to Howard. “Well, it’s nice to finally meet the
mystery man who’s been keeping her so busy.”

Jess nearly fainted. Oh God, Faith. Shut
up! A furtive glance at Howard revealed a cool demeanor, as
though he thought nothing seemed unusual.

“Yep, that’s me. . .and a tough job it
is!”

Jess’s smile felt wooden. “Howard’s in a
hurry to get to the airport. I’ll be over to help you in a
minute.”

Faith waved and climbed back into the truck.
As the rig moved away, Howard took Jess’s hand.

“You gonna tell me what that was about?”

She stared across the pastures, aware of his
warm fingers threaded through hers.

“I’m really sorry. That was so
embarrassing.”

He squeezed her hand. “Well, I guess if I’m
the secret boyfriend, I’d like to know how much fun we’ve been
having.”

She turned and searched his face. His gentle
expression gave her confidence.

“Faith’s been pestering me about being away
overnight that weekend we met. She was sure I had a boyfriend. I
didn’t want to tell her where I’d been, so I finally just said my
friend’s name was Howard.” She quickly added, “I didn’t elaborate,
or make anything up. I just wanted her off my back...I’m really
sorry.”

He leaned over and kissed her cheek.

“I’m flattered. I’m just sorry it isn’t all
true.” He opened the car door and climbed in. “I’ll call you next
time I’m going to be out this way.” The dimple deepened into his
tan cheek. “Or, you could call me the next time you’re in
Idaho.”

 


Faith leaned against the trailer, arms
crossed. “Gee, Jess, you never told me how good looking he is.”

Jess kept her emotions hidden. “If you’ll
think about it, I never told you anything about him.”

A flash of pain moved across Faith’s
features, and Jess immediately regretted the snide comeback.

“Aw, Faith. I’m sorry.” She stepped over and
squeezed her friend’s shoulder. “I’m sorta new at this boyfriend
thing. Forgive me?”

“Yeah, but you’re sure jumpy and irritable
lately.” Faith sighed, then gazed directly into Jess’s eyes. “Do
you want to talk? Jess, we’ve always talked about
everything. What’s changed?”

Swallowing the thick lump in her throat,
Jess tried for a smile. “Nothing’s changed. I’m fine. Howard’s a
great guy, and I enjoy his company, but I don’t see having anything
permanent with him.”

A horse whinnied impatiently from inside the
trailer. Faith looked unconvinced, but seemed to know the
conversation had ended. She slid the latch on the trailer door and
dropped the ramp.

“Okay. Come on and help me get these horses
unloaded. I’m bushed.”

 


Jess settled into her bed, weariness rolling
through every muscle. She wanted to sleep, but feared closing her
eyes. If she slept, the night would disappear, and morning would
come too soon. Her future would be unveiled in a few short hours
and, suddenly, the prospect of that knowledge terrified her.

The strain of dealing with raw
emotions–Faith’s, Bill’s, and her own–claimed her, and she buried
her face in the pillow and prayed for the first time since she’d
been a little girl asking God for her very own horse.
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Samir sat in his tiny office, gazing at the
photograph of his wife and Dania smiling back at him in the dim
light. In the showroom beyond the curtain, Hasim and a customer
discussed the durability of a Turkish Anatolian carpet. The day had
dawned like any other, but at ten o’clock that morning, Samir’s
life had taken a new direction, a path for which he’d been
preparing his entire life.

He left the shop through the rear entrance,
and started down the street. A few blocks ahead, the minarets of
the mosque towered over the surrounding buildings. On the heavy
midday air, the soulful wail of the muezzin drifted, sweet
and promising, calling the faithful to prayer. Samir’s heart filled
with joy and his fingers feverishly worked the strand of red beads
as he strode toward the mosque.

He’d finally received The Call. His mission
was clear: he would be an instrument of Allaah’s will.

 


The fog drifting through Jess’s head made it
hard to concentrate. Jumbled images whirled through her thoughts as
she struggled to open eyelids that seemed to weigh five pounds
each. She finally succeeded, then flinched at the brilliant light.
I’m freezing! Gentle hands quickly tucked the blanket close
around her body, and she realized she’d spoken out loud. In the
haze, Dr. Frame’s pleasant face shimmered into focus, and Jess’s
memory sharpened.

“Can you hear me, Jessica?” He smiled.
“You’re going to be just fine. No cancer. The mass is benign.”

A trickle of hot tears rolled down her
temples, and she sank deep into her relief, welcoming the heaviness
crowding in. She closed her eyes and drifted again. Thank you,
God.

When she awoke later, the fog had
disappeared. She gazed at the ceiling in the small recovery room,
and began to chart the future. Every thought was crystal clear, and
Faith headed up the list of priorities–she had to go back to
AA. It would not be an ultimatum, but Faith would understand the
ramifications of refusal. The business could not afford the
liability of an alcoholic in charge of children. Period. And
without Faith, there would be no Easton Ridge.

A chubby woman in pale pink scrubs appeared
next to the bed. “I need to check your blood pressure. How are you
feeling now?”

“When can I go home?”

The nurse didn’t respond, her eyes focused
on the apparatus. A moment later, she pulled the stethoscope from
her ears and smiled.

“As soon as the doctor signs you out,
probably another hour or so.”

She breezed out of the room, and Jess’s
thoughts returned to reality. The private poker game would be the
big fix, and not a minute too soon. A tremor of excitement ran
though her chest–part pleasure, part anxiety–but mostly, the
challenge of the chase.

Late that afternoon, the taxi turned into
Easton and Jess gazed through the window, surveying her domain with
new resolve. In the practice ring, Faith watched two riders move
smoothly around the perimeter. By the barn door, another youngster
adjusted stirrup leathers. Jess felt energized and optimistic.
She was in charge of the future, and nothing would keep her
from fulfilling that destiny.

 


Early the next morning, Jess sorted through
the payables and receivables, making notes and trying to develop a
realistic budget. Outside, a car door thumped, and she glanced at
her watch. Faith seemed to have gotten herself back on track the
past several days, coming to work clear-eyed and energetic. A good
start, but not a victory. Jess shook her head sadly. The ongoing
battle of a recovering alcoholic.

Faith strode into the office. “Whoa!
You’re certainly an early bird!”

“Gotta get those worms. How did things go
yesterday?”

“Just fine. Naomi delivered Dania’s horse.
What a fabulous animal–he came off that trailer and made himself
right at home.”

Jess nodded. “He might be a handful, but you
should have seen the connection Dania made with him. Love at first
sight for both of them.”

“Did you ever mail that deposit check to
Naomi?”

Jess’s stomach dropped. “Huh? Oh, hell, I
completely forgot about it.” She busied herself closing the ledger
and tidying a stack of invoices. “What’d you tell her?”

“That you’d call her. . .She wasn’t real
happy about leaving the horse here with no security.”

Jess heard her own defensive tone. “Jeez,
Faith, it was an oversight. I’ll take care of it.”

Faith’s tone softened. “Jessie, are you
going to tell me what’s going on? Unexplained day off, coming home
in a taxi. . .Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”

Jess closed her eyes and exhaled slowly.
“Two weeks ago, I had an abnormal mammogram. The doctor wanted to
do a biopsy–that’s where I was yesterday.”

The silence felt suffocating. Faith stared
across the desk, a parade of emotions passing over her
features.

“Why didn’t you tell me?

“I dunno. Maybe I thought saying it out loud
would make it real.”

Faith rose from the chair, her chin
quivering, her injured tone finding its target. “I guess our
friendship didn’t survive the test of time.”

“Aw, Faith. . .”

Jess watched her partner stalk out the door.
Would it do any good to go after her? Try to explain why she’d felt
compelled to keep the horror and fear inside? Do I even
know why? Had she so little confidence in
Faith that she couldn’t lean on her, even a tiny bit?

In moments, Faith’s voice shattered the
painful musings.

“Jessie!”

She jumped up and raced into the aisle.
Faith strode toward her, flanked by two figures. Against the bright
backlight of the open doors, Jess could see only silhouettes. A
second later, she stared at two strange men.

Distress showcased Faith’s features. “These
men say you hired them.”

Dark skin, deep emotionless eyes, black
hair, expressionless faces. Neither man spoke, just stared at her,
waiting.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you. These
are Samir’s nephews. They’ll be helping out for the summer.”

Confusion passed through Faith’s eyes and
her brow wrinkled slightly. “I thought we weren’t hir–”

“I’ll tell you about it later.” Jess nodded
to the men. “Welcome.”

The shorter of the two spoke in clipped
words. “I am Hafez al-Nabi.” He gestured to the heavy-set man
beside him. “This is my cousin, Mustafa al-Ani.”

“I’m Jessica Rayder. I’ll show you to your
quarters, then Faith can give you instructions for the morning
chores.”

She turned quickly to avoid Faith’s
still-questioning gaze, and the men followed her down the aisle
toward the door. She crossed the gravel parking strip that
separated the barn from the carriage house, then unlocked the door
to the former servants’ quarters. She wrinkled her nose at the
musty odor wafting out of the long-closed room.

Hafez looked wide-eyed. “Is wonderful!”

“I apologize for not being ready. Samir
didn’t tell me you’d be arriving so soon. I’ll be back in a few
minutes to make up the beds.”

Hafez smiled widely, revealing yellow teeth
with gaps. “Do not trouble yourself. We need only a blanket to be
comfortable.”

Jess nodded and headed back toward the barn.
Samir must be the only one in the family who’s well off.

Faith met her at the door to the tack room.
Her eyes still reflected anxiety, but anger now colored her high
cheekbones.

“What’s going on? Why are you being so
secretive?”

“Faith, I told you, I forgot.” Jess’s
own irritation began to surface. “I had a lot on my mind, and I
can’t exactly refuse free help, can I?” She opened the storage
closet and pulled down two blankets. “Samir is sponsoring them for
the summer, and they needed something to do. He’s paying their
salaries.”

An ugly expression distorted Faith’s fine
features. “What’s the deal? We’re suddenly overrun with A-Rabs.
First the Mahfoods, now this. I don’t like it.”

Jess slammed the blankets down on top of a
tack trunk, and whirled to face her partner. “Faith, knock it off!
Since when did you start being so prejudiced?”

The color drained from the pretty face and
Faith’s voice hummed with hatred. “Since three thousand people died
on 9/11 because of these assholes.”
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By one o’clock, a headache throbbed through
the base of Jess’s skull. The scene with Faith played over and
over, and Jess’s despair took hold. Had it only been twenty-four
hours since she’d made optimistic plans for the future? She–who
would be Faith’s salvation–had screwed it up royally with her
damned independent, I’m-in-charge streak. She sighed. Let a few
hours pass, then find Faith and apologize, maybe even come up with
some plausible reason for her own bizarre behavior.

The telephone intruded on the dismal
thoughts, and Elvora’s smile sparkled through her words.

“We’re all set for Saturday night. How about
you?”

“Absolutely. Tell me where and when, and
I’ll be there.”

“Meet me at seven by the fountain in the
lobby, and I’ll take you up to the suite.”

“How many will be in the game?”

“Six altogether. These are big mucky-mucks,
including a Saudi Arabian sheikh.”

Something clicked in Jess’s brain. Was she
imagining it, or was her world suddenly peppered with Middle
Easterners? She shook off the thought. Apparently she’d just never
noticed them until the Mahfoods came into her life.

“Genuine royalty? What’s his name?”

“Mohammed. Real original, huh?” Elvora
chuckled. “But you wouldn’t believe how much money the sheikh’s
advance group is spending on this little jaunt.”

Jess’s mental wheels spun. That’s okay.
I’m not intimidated by anyone.

Elvora’s tone softened, taking the edge off
her next words. “I hope you found a dress. . .foreign men like
pretty women. You might have quite an advantage.”

A second later, Jess hung up the phone and
snorted. “Like I need one.”

A sharp rap on the doorjamb preceded a wiry
woman with chin-length brown hair and sharp features. She looked to
be in her early forties.

“Jessica? I’m Mona Johnson.” Her firm
handshake matched her self-confidant posture.

Jess smiled. “Come on in and sit down. I
understand you’re going to trade slave labor for lessons.”

Mona sat down next to the desk and crossed
her legs. She had a pleasant smile, and her husky voice hinted at a
lifetime of cigarettes.

“Yeah, I’m a substitute teacher in the
afternoons, usually one or two days a week at the elementary school
in Burlington. Just barely a living, but it gives me some time to
myself.”

Jess laughed. “And you want to spend that
time cleaning stalls?”

“No, I want to spend it learning to ride.
All my life, I’ve wanted to ride horses, but the circumstances were
never right. Now they are.”

The woman’s expression revealed the depth of
her dreams, and Jess felt surprise at her own response. How many
little girls end up as lucky as Faith or me? Apparently, not
many.

Mona filled out the employment forms, then
rose. “I’ll be here at five tomorrow morning. See ya.”

Twenty minutes later, Zada Mahfood stepped
into the office, followed by a young boy and a dark-skinned woman
carrying a baby girl.

“Good afternoon, Miss Jessica. I apologize
for interrupting your work.” She gestured toward the other woman.
“I’ve brought my friend, Nadia Mohammed, to watch Dania’s
lesson.”

Jess’s voice cracked when she spoke.
“Mohammed?”

Zada smiled. “You know the name?”

“Ah, well, it sounds familiar.”

The other woman chuckled softly. “Yes, it is
a name such as your Johnson or Smith.”

Zada patted the boy’s shoulder. “This is
Ibrahim. He wants to ride horses, just like Dania.” She cast an
indulgent smile on the handsome little boy, whose arrogant
expression sent irritation crawling across Jess’s shoulders.

Mrs. Mohammed spoke, her tone respectful.
“Samir speaks highly of your riding stable. It would be an honor to
bring Ibrahim here for lessons.”

Jess’s thoughts raced. Good fortune had
definitely returned to Easton Ridge. Three free pair of helping
hands and another rich riding student. Top it off with a good night
at the poker table, and Jess could relax back into the life she
loved. Maybe even take a little trip to Idaho.

Half an hour later, she stuffed Nadia
Mohammed’s five hundred dollars into the envelope with the
down-payment money.

 


Jess stepped into the tack room. “Faith? Can
we talk?”

Faith kept her head down, concentrating on
the bridle she was cleaning. “Sure. What about?”

Jess sat down on a tack trunk. “I’m sorry I
didn’t talk to you about my health. I felt so overwhelmed with the
financial thing, it was more than I could handle at the time. I
didn’t want to try answering questions until I had answers. It had
nothing to do with our friendship, believe me.”

Faith set the bridle aside and tilted her
head. She gazed at Jess for a few moments, then nodded.

“I guess I can’t blame you. I haven’t
exactly been a rock of strength myself lately.”

“How is everything? Any word from
Bill?”

Jess cringed inwardly at yet another secret
she’d kept from her friend.

“No, I’m concentrating on getting straight
right now. When the time is right, I’ll talk to him.” She rose and
carefully hung the bridle on the hook, and her voice cracked. “He
was so good for me, so loving, promising a future together, a
family.”

Jess’s heart ached while Faith haltingly
continued the confession.

“The first time I slipped off the wagon and
treated myself to a glass of wine at a party, he grabbed my arm so
hard it hurt, and steered me out onto the patio. Wanted to know
what the hell I thought I was doing. Then, he snatched the
wineglass and threw it into a shrub.”

Jess felt as though she were looking into a
raw, oozing wound. “What happened?”

“The booze made me cocky, I got snotty, and
the evening dissolved into a quarrel. The next morning, I had a
horrible hangover, and vowed not to let it happen ever again.” She
shook her head. “Famous last words.”

Jess rose and reached for Faith’s arm. “When
I woke up in the recovery room, and found out I wasn’t going to
die, you were the first person in my thoughts. You are more
important to me than you could possibly know. You owe it to
yourself to get straight and continue with your success here at
Easton. I’ll be right beside you if you falter. I promise.”
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The next morning, Jess awoke to the sound of
sparrows chirping outside her window. She stretched and yawned.

“No stalls for me today!”

What a luxury to be up early with no
pressing responsibilities. She carried her coffee to the porch, and
settled into the swing. The fresh scent of newly mown grass and
honeysuckle floated on the cool morning air. A crisp blue sky
carried wisps of contrails, drifting into zigzag patterns high
above the earth. Only the soft whine of a jet airplane on its
approach to Bradley International disturbed the silence.

Gazing across the field at the barns bathed
in the first pale peach-colored rays of sunrise, Jess couldn’t
conceive of living anywhere else. She moved her fingers over her
chest, gingerly touching the still-sore spot beneath her right
nipple. Resolve edged into her thoughts, shaping a plan, and
solidifying her strength. She could do this. She would save
Easton.

A movement caught her eye, and she watched
two figures moving briskly toward the main barn. Good, the
nephews are starting early. She watched them disappear into the
dark entrance. She turned at the sound of a truck coming up the
drive and, a few minutes later, Mona strode into the barn. Guess
I’d better get my own butt in gear.

The barn was humming with activity by the
time Jess arrived. Hafez worked his way down the aisle with feed
tubs, while Mustafa washed and refilled water buckets. Jess watched
them for a moment, pleased by their diligence.

Five minutes later, she frowned at Faith’s
scrawl, rambling across a scrap of notepaper on the desk. “Naomi
hasn’t received that check yet.”

“Damn!”

The crumpled note bounced off the rim of the
wastebasket. She needed to avoid a confrontation with Faith until
after Saturday, then first thing Monday morning, she’d personally
take the cash to Naomi. Until then, she’d have to tap-dance. Timing
and skill were the only things that would keep disaster from
winning.

Taking advantage of the privacy of the early
hour, she logged onto the internet and began searching for
rehabilitation programs. As she read various sad case histories,
and tales of success, Jess became more determined to stay on top of
her friend’s alcohol problem. But when everything was back on
track, she would definitely take some time for herself. She grinned
at the blue computer screen, and quickly typed in a search.

“Whoa!” she whispered.

Over fifty hits featured Howard London, and
she began clicking on links. Thirty minutes later, she sat back in
wonder. High profile cases, astonishing verdicts, New York’s
darling. Her backwoods lawyer was some piece of work. More reason
to get her life in order.

She unlocked the desk drawer and removed the
bulging envelope. Her fingers trembled a little as she counted the
down-payment money, reassuring herself she had enough to play
serious poker.

Mona stepped through the door.
“Morning!”

Jess nearly jumped out of her chair and Mona
grinned.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare the hell out of
you. Which horses go out today?”

Jess tried to act nonchalant. “Mmm. We’ll
have to look at the lesson schedule.”

Mona strode up to the desk, giving Jess no
time to hide the cash. “Wow! That your mad money?”

Jess rose and glanced down at the stack of
bills as though it weren’t important. “I wish!” She moved away from
the desk and stood in front of the planner on the wall. “We have
lessons all day. Faith will have to tell you which horses stay
in.”

“Okey doak. . .I see you have some new barn
help.”

“Yeah, college students with time on their
hands.”

Mona grunted, then disappeared through the
door. Jess exhaled sharply, quickly stuffing the bills back into
the envelope, then into her shoulder bag. Her clanging heartbeat
began to slow. This money is determined to get me into deep
trouble.

 


Jess spent the afternoon working with two
young hunters she’d purchased as school-horse prospects the
previous fall. Both horses had muscled up under her conditioning
program, and she felt confident they’d be ready for students by
late fall. Seated atop a chestnut Thoroughbred, Jess’s problems
faded like a bad dream. She urged the horse into a canter and took
him over three consecutive jumps. He was well-collected, but his
landings were a little rough.

Faith leaned on the rail and chortled.

“He looks real good, Jessie. Kinda hops
there at the end, though. We’ll have kids popping off like bread
from a toaster.”

Jess laughed. “You read my mind. Could you
work him over fences a couple times a week? Smooth him out a
little?”

“Sure, but it’ll have to wait ’til after my
clinic on Saturday.”

A car pulled up in front of the barn, and
two little girls spilled out.

Faith sighed. “Well, back to the salt
mines.”

 


Later that afternoon, Faith dropped into the
chair by the desk. “I can’t believe the Classic is only three weeks
away.” She closed her eyes and exhaled. “One farm show and Devon
are all we have left between now and then. I hope these kids keep
up their dedication.”

She opened her eyes and frowned.

Jess tensed. Uh-oh. Here it comes.
The phone rang and she snatched it up like a drowning man grabbing
a lifeline.

“Easton Ridge Equestrian Center, Jess
speaking.” Her stomach pitched at the voice on the other end of the
line, and she glanced at Faith, now examining her fingernails.

“Yes, Naomi, I understand. The only thing I
can figure is it got lost in the mail.”

Faith sat forward, eyes narrowed, and Jess
assumed her best poker face.

“Right. If you haven’t received it by
Saturday, give me a call and I’ll write another one and deliver it
in person. . .Yeah, don’t you hate it?. . .Okay, thanks for
calling. Bye.”

She hung up. “Can you believe it? Damned
post office keeps raising the cost of stamps, but can’t even
deliver a simple letter to the next county.” She rose from the
chair, changing the direction of the conversation. “You ready for
your jumping clinic on Saturday?”

“Yeah, I have–”

A sharp rap on the doorjamb preceded Frank
McCarney’s voice.

“Miss Jessie? You girls busy?”

“Hey, Frank, what a nice surprise! Come on
in.”

She smiled and gestured toward a chair, but
an uneasy stir moved through her innards. The landlord had never
dropped by unexpectedly.

He moved into the room a couple of feet, and
shook his head. “I don’t mean to keep ya, but I want to talk to ya
about the rent.”

Jess steeled herself. “We still have almost
a week, Frank.”

“Yeah, I know, but truth is, I’d like to
know if you’re gonna be able to get current. Someone is keen on the
property, and he’s lookin’ at some others, too. I’d hate to lose
him if you’re not–”

Jess took two steps toward the old man,
using her six-inch height advantage to strengthen her position.
“Frank, I don’t have to talk to you about this until next week. I
said we’d have the money, and we will. Shit, I can’t believe you’re
doing this.”

His wizened features hardened, his eyes
glittering with indignation. “No need to be vulgar, Missy. It’s
just business.” He turned toward the door. “I’ll see you on
Monday.”

Jess stared silently at the empty doorway.
Behind her, Faith’s voice squeaked.

“Jessie, why would he do that? What
are we going to do?”

 


Samir said goodnight to his group of friends
at the casino. On the drive home to Hartford, his thoughts centered
on Easton Ridge. Hafez and Mustafa had settled in and were learning
the routine at the barn and, so far, everything had gone smoothly.
He considered the location of the riding stable and its adjacent
protected forest land. Hafez’s detailed description of the
buildings and access confirmed Samir’s assessment–the farm was
perfect.

He lit a cigar, then sat back and
reconstructed his earlier conversation with the landowner. The old
man had been reluctant at first, professing loyalty to the two
women, but everyone had their price, and he was no different. An
offer of double rent, paid a year in advance, had gotten his
attention, especially when Samir shared his suspicion that the
horsewomen were in deep financial straits. Even so, anger crawled
through Samir’s gut. McCarney’s overt displeasure about dealing
with a foreigner minimized Samir’s satisfaction with the
conversation.
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Jess stared out the bedroom window into the
black void she’d watched for most of the night. Her body ached for
sleep, but her brain wouldn’t let go. Thanks a lot, Frank.
Faith had vowed to start looking for a loan immediately, and Jess
had struggled to keep from revealing her own plans for saving the
business. The black sky turned gray, and she rolled out of bed.
With any luck, by this time tomorrow, she could tell Frank to kiss
her ass.

Stepping out onto the porch, she shivered at
the chill in the morning air. A tiny patch of clear sky hovered
directly overhead, but on every horizon, mounds of heavy black
clouds lurked, waiting to sweep across the land. She retreated into
the kitchen and turned on the television. The too-perky weather
girl chirped her ominous forecast: “We’ll see gale force winds
by this afternoon, with heavy rain and the possibility of damaging
hail in some regions. . .Looking at New York City, we–” Jess
pressed the power button on the remote, and tossed it onto the
counter.

“Great. I suppose I’ll end up slogging
through this mess to get to the casino tonight.”

A glance through the window confirmed it.
The cloud ceiling had dropped, giving her an eerie, caged feeling.
She shuddered at the prospect of driving all the way to the
northeastern part of the state through a serious thunderstorm.
Maybe it would clear off by the time she was ready to leave. Within
minutes, the sky darkened dramatically, triggering the barn
floodlights. A vicious wind sprang up, and the small decorative
birch trees along the driveway contorted into dangerous angles. Ten
minutes later, a sheet of rain pounded against the window.

The storm reached its zenith around noon,
and Jess stared out the window at Mother Nature’s fury. “I’m
not driving in this! I have too much at stake to be frazzled
when I get there.”

A few minutes later, she had the Hartford
limo schedule and, knowing the poker game could last into the wee
hours, booked a room at the casino hotel. Nervous energy coursed
through her body, intensified by a poor night’s sleep. She couldn’t
remain idle. A stack of unopened mail caught her eye, and she
carried it to the couch, determined not to dwell on the upcoming
evening.

The mélange consisted of bills and junk
mail, catalogs and trade magazines. A postcard fluttered to the
carpet and she retrieved it with curiosity. I don’t know anyone
who travels. The shiny card pictured a rustic lodge, nestled
amongst evergreens. In the upper corner, “Coeur d’Alene Refuge” was
printed in heavy white script. Her heartbeat skipped. She quickly
turned the postcard over, and eagerly scanned the precise
handwriting. “Jess, just thinking again about our great evening
together. Hope you can get out to Idaho one of these days. Fondly,
Howard.”

“First thing on my list, honey.”
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Hot water streamed over Jess’s shoulders,
easing the tension that had been building all day. She inhaled the
dense steam, energized by the power of the moisture. A shiver of
anticipation raised gooseflesh on her arms. Her initial
apprehension over spending the evening with royalty evaporated, the
concept so unfamiliar that she couldn’t feel anything but curiosity
about what Sheikh Mohammed might be like. Vivid images of scowling,
dark-skinned men wearing flowing white robes galloped through her
head on snorting Arabian stallions–the only connection she could
make to the term “sheikh.”

It had occurred to her that she might
be the only woman at the table, and she didn’t know if that was
good or bad. In the past, she’d found most male poker players to be
influenced by her gender. The egotistical types were usually
annoyed at the effrontery of a girl thinking she could take their
money, but the majority of men let their own hormones interfere
with their card-playing skills. On the other hand, if tonight’s
group was composed of all Middle Easterners, the cultural issues
might work against her. She’d just have to wait and see.

An hour later, she stepped back from the
mirror, satisfied with the way she looked. She’d taken her time
with the eye-makeup, enhancing her gray eyes with soft brown shadow
and mascara. Tiny specks of silver sparkled in the blush across her
cheeks, and soft peach lipstick gave her mouth a fuller, more
feminine appearance. She stared at her reflection, wondering again
why her appearance mattered in the scheme of the evening.

 


Jess gazed at the fountain sculpture and
smiled, thinking of her first meeting with Howard in the very same
spot.

“Good evening, Jessica. You look wonderful
tonight.” A wink accompanied Elvora’s wide smile. “You’ll be the
belle of the ball.”

They moved toward the rear of the casino,
skirting the chaos on the main floor, then followed a uniformed man
down a quiet hall. He unlocked a private elevator, and they stepped
inside. As the small cubicle rose through the innards of the
building, a shot of adrenaline careened through Jess’s system and
her stomach twitched unpleasantly. Her entire future depended on
this one night–she could make no mistakes. She took a deep breath
and exhaled slowly, willing the unsettling buzz to disappear.

The elevator gears whispered on the air for
only a few moments, then the doors slid quietly aside. Jess stepped
into the hall, her feet sinking into the cushioned luxury of thick
pile carpeting, a striking contrast to the décor of the main
casino. Ivory woodwork framed pale green walls hung with excellent
reproductions of Native American art, and soft lighting cast an
aura of elegance over everything.

Elvora led the way to the end of the short
hall, and opened the door to the Spirit Suite. Jess gazed around
the large room. Attractive sofas and overstuffed chairs were
positioned around a modern, glass-and-chrome coffee table.
Ashtrays, boxes of cigars and cigarettes, bowls of matches, and
dishes filled with hard candies and chocolates covered the gleaming
surface. Directly to the side of the seating arrangement, a buffet
table held steam trays, china, and silverware and, next to that, a
fully-stocked bar. On the opposite side of the room, leather
padded, straight-backed chairs encircled a large poker table.

Jess focused on the unmistakable figure of
Sheikh Mohammed. Of medium height and heavy build, his movements
were those of a man who seemed accustomed to power. He turned,
revealing a craggy face behind a well-trimmed beard, deep-set dark
eyes under bushy black eyebrows, and a thin mouth that bordered on
a sneer. His dark business suit looked expensive, and he would have
seemed like any other man, except for the red-and-white checkered
scarf covering his head.

Elvora took Jess’s elbow and steered her
toward him.

“Sheikh Mohammed, may I present Miss Jessica
Rayder?”

The man spoke flawless English. “Miss
Elvora, you did not tell me how beautiful she is.”

Jess didn’t know what to do. Bow? Nope,
not on your life! Shake hands? Hell, why didn’t Elvora prepare
me?

The sheikh solved the problem by offering
his hand. Then, to her surprise, he raised her fingers to his
lips.

“My extreme pleasure. May I call you
Jessica?”

Despite her first impression of him, the
sheikh seemed no different than Samir.

She smiled. “Yes, of course.”

“Would you like a cocktail? We have anything
you want.”

“Mineral water, please. Thank you.”

He gestured to someone at the bar, then
smiled at Jess. “Miss Elvora informs me that you own horses. I
also have horses. Racing Thoroughbreds.”

Jess nodded while she listened. The racing
industry was heavily populated with foreign owners, especially from
the oil-rich countries where money was as plentiful as the black
stuff that generated it. Commanding her attention with his
intensity, Sheikh Mohammed expounded at length on his horse
farm.

“My stables are the most modern design, with
temperature control and automatic watering systems in each
stall.”

Jess smiled and nodded politely. Big
deal. We’ve had those conveniences for years.

Mohammed’s chest puffed noticeably. “I have
two Belmont winners–I am hopeful for a Triple Crown someday.
Insha’Allaah.”

Jess stole a furtive glance at her watch.
Almost eight. Let’s get on with it.

The door opened and a casino employee
entered, carrying a cash box. One step behind, Samir Mahfood
appeared.
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What the hell is he doing here?

Samir’s smile faltered when he spotted her,
but the reaction lasted for only a moment. He nodded briefly, then
strode up to Sheikh Mohammed. The two men embraced, exchanging
exuberant greetings.

The sheikh stepped back and gestured toward
Jess. “Samir, this is Miss Jessica.”

Samir’s smile was cold as he gazed directly
into her eyes. “Yes, we have met. The lady manages the barn where
my Dania rides horses. Nice to see you again.” He turned to the
sheikh. “Your accommodations are comfortable?”

The two men moved away toward the bar, and
Jess seethed under Samir’s arrogant patronage.

Elvora appeared beside her. “Let me
introduce you to the other players.”

“Why is Samir Mahfood here?”

Elvora’s solemn tone was almost reverent.
“He’s very important in the Muslim community. The sheikh
specifically asked me to invite him.”

 


As she’d suspected, Jess was the only woman
in the group. Including the sheikh, her opponents consisted of five
men. Politely shaking hands with each one, she formed instant
impressions of the individuals with whom she’d spar. Two of the
four looked to be of Middle Eastern extraction, probably part of
Mohammed’s entourage, but big, blonde Nate Jackson’s Texas drawl
confirmed him as all American. The fifth player was Asian–Jimmy
Kee’s face remained expressionless as he shook Jess’s hand.

These men were a far cry from the college
kids she’d trounced.

She threw one more furtive glance toward the
sofa where Samir had settled. He was deep in conversation with
another foreign-looking man. Irritation again crawled over her
shoulders at the unexpected surprise of his presence, but she
pushed it away and turned back to the table to mentally prepare
herself for the game. Carefully stacking her chips into neat little
towers, blocking out all extraneous thoughts, her focus centered
and her pulse slowed. The background conversation in the room faded
to a murmur.

Elvora stepped up to the table and rapped
her knuckles on the edge.

“The game will be Texas Hold ’Em. This is a
challenging game, filled with potential for big bluffs, big wins,
and big losses.” She scanned the players, then continued. “The two
players to the left of the dealer will each put half the minimum
bet into the pot before the first two cards are dealt. Players can
call, raise, or fold when it’s their turn to bet.

“The dealer will discard–or “burn”–the top
card on the deck before dealing each of the five community cards.
The flop is made up of three cards, the next deal is the turn card,
and the fifth is the river. Players can use any combination of
seven cards in traditional poker hands. Good luck.”

She stepped back, and Jess glanced across
the table at the Saudi sheikh as he started the deal. I don’t
care who you are. . .I’m going to take your money tonight.

The first two cards hit the table in front
of her and Jess left them face down. She studied the other players’
faces as they each peeked at their own first hand. Finally, she
lifted the corners of her cards. The queen of diamonds and ten of
spades.

Nate Jackson stared at his cards, then swore
softly and laid them aside. “I fold.”

The Arab man next to him also folded. Jess
pushed two thousand-dollar chips into the pot–a small bet, but her
limited cash forced the cautious move. Jimmy Kee raised the bet to
five, and the next player folded. Sheikh Mohammed chuckled wickedly
and matched the bet. Jess called it, mentally tabulating the chips
in the center of the table. Fourteen thousand dollars. If she won
only this hand, she’d be out of trouble with Frank.

Mohammed burned the top card, and laid down
the three-card flop. Jack of spades, a pair of sixes. Jess raised
the pot another three thousand. Kee and the sheikh matched it.

The sheikh again discarded the top card on
the deck, and dealt the turn card. A six. Jess tossed another
thousand into the pot, Kee folded, and Mohammed called her.

Despite the exciting possibility of winning
a large amount on the first hand, Jess’s breathing remained even,
her pulse calm, her face expressionless as she waited for the river
card. A second later, the queen of spades’ benevolent smile
radiated from the soft green baize.

Jess glanced across the table at Mohammed,
searching for a possible hint of his position. She added a thousand
dollars to the pile on the table. Mohammed stared at his cards for
a moment, then smiled foolishly and pushed them into the center
with the chips.

 


As the evening progressed, Jess relaxed into
the game, her poker hands fluctuating between moderately good and
fantastic. She placed prudent bets, won most of the deals, and
gained a good impression of the other players and their competence.
The sheikh was a rash bettor, drawing on chips from the endless
stack at his elbow, but his skill didn’t match his enthusiasm. The
Texan did a lot of verbal swaggering and wasn’t much of a
bluffer.

Jess considered the group. With the
exception of Mohammed and herself, the players were merely better
than average butts-in-chairs to fill out the game. Briefly, she
wondered if Elvora had purposely collected players who’d be no
threat to the sheikh’s ego.

The chips in front of her totaled about
sixty-thousand dollars. The next deal went down, and she lifted the
edges of her cards. A nine and the ace of hearts. Nothing
spectacular, but the house cards could change that. Nate Jackson
opened the betting with three thousand, and Jess decided to pass
until she saw the flop.

The sheikh raised his eyebrows. “Being
cautious?”

Jess smiled, but didn’t respond. Familiarity
and chat could be deadly. Mohammed pushed fifteen-thousand into the
pile.

The flop cards hit the table, and Jess
swallowed an almost automatic sigh of relief. Her instinct had
prevailed again. A queen, a deuce, and a nine.

The sheikh smiled, his face flushed and
features relaxed from the bottomless tumbler of Scotch he’d been
nursing all evening.

“Just to make the pot interesting, I will
throw in one of my best horses.”

Jess grinned across the table. “What on
earth would I do with a Thoroughbred?”

He roared with laughter at her cocky
attitude, and the Texan snorted.

“She’s right. Only horses worth a damn are
Quarter Horses. Working horses.”

Jess bristled, then brushed her irritation
away. The idiot wasn’t worth sacrificing her concentration.

Ten minutes later, Mohammed called for a
break, and Jess counted her winnings. Ninety thousand dollars and a
racehorse. Not bad for a girl.

Elvora appeared, a sparkle in her
chocolate-colored eyes. “You’re a worthy opponent for Mohammed.
He’s thoroughly enjoying himself.”

Jess glanced at the sheikh as he headed for
the bar.

“That’s good, but I’m getting tired. Do you
know how much longer he’ll want to play?”

Elvora’s laugh rumbled, deep and rich,
“Until he wins, of course!”

 


Nate Jackson and the two Arabs did not
return to the poker table after the break. Jess glanced
surreptitiously at Jimmy Kee. His stack of chips had changed very
little during the evening. A cautious player, and not much fun. She
checked the sheikh’s stake. He’d lost most of the hands, but his
stack of chips had more than doubled. Obviously, he’d added to his
playing funds. She looked at her own pile and relief swept through
her tired body. Mission accomplished.

The sheikh dealt, and Jess folded. A four
and a six held no promise, and fatigue slipped in, taking the edge
off her concentration. She took a sip of water, wishing she could
gracefully leave the game, but as long as she was winning, she’d
have to stay in. She glanced at Samir, deep in conversation with
the Arabs. He waved his hands around as he spoke rapidly in Arabic,
his features animated. She wondered idly what they were talking
about.

“Miss Jessica? It is your deal.”

She jumped. “Sorry.”

A minute later, she held the ten and five of
hearts. She watched the sheikh ponder his cards, his indecision
caused either by a poor hand, or the abundance of alcohol he’d
consumed through the evening. Tsk, tsk. Practice what you
preach. Finally, Mohammed tossed five thousand into the pot,
and the play moved to Jimmy Kee. He stared at his cards for a
moment, then slid them into the center of the table. Jess pushed
her bet into the center, just to see where things were headed.

The flop consisted of a jack, a ten, and the
four of hearts. Mohammed remained cautious with another bet of five
thousand.

Jess matched him. For a pair, I’ll stay
in.

A five hit the table. Two pair. Things
are looking better. Again, she matched the bet. The river card
went down: a four. She glanced up at Mohammed and a blip skittered
through her pulse. His shoulders straightened just the tiniest bit,
but his features remained serene.

He pushed a small stack of chips into the
center.

Okay, that’s it. Jess laid her cards
face-down on the table.

With a huge grin and a flourish, Mohammed
laid a four on the table and scooped up thirty-five thousand
dollars.

Rising from his chair, he nodded at her. “I
will refresh my drink and then we will play one more hand, just you
and I. Agreed?”

Weariness crawled over her shoulders, but
she nodded. I have over a hundred thousand dollars and a new
horse. I can afford to be magnanimous. I’ll let him win the next
one, then I’m outta here.

When the sheikh returned to the table, his
movements were sluggish, his speech a little slurred. He’s so
smashed, it might be hard to even give him this hand. Jess
averted her eyes and moved her chips around, neatly aligning them
with the edge of the table.

The deal went out, and her charity
disappeared. She held the king and ace of spades. She glanced up
through her lashes at Mohammed, who moved his cards around on the
table and fiddled with his chips. He finally pushed ten thousand
into the center. Hesitating for only a moment, Jess matched the
bet. The flop went down, and Jess tried to conceal her disbelief. A
ten, jack, and queen. Sorry, Charlie, I’m not throwing this hand
after all. You can save face another time.

The sheikh gazed across the table and
smiled, his white teeth glistening beneath his heavy black
moustache. Jess nodded, but kept any expression from her eyes.
Mohammed raised the bet, briefly disrupting her smug feeling.
He’s just drunk. . .doesn’t know what he’s doing. She
matched the bet.

The turn card came into play. The ace of
diamonds. Mohammed pushed another ten thousand into the center.
Without hesitation, Jess matched it.

The river card–the nine of hearts. Jess
struggled to keep from grinning. Mohammed’s dark eyes burned across
the table, sending shivers of both excitement and apprehension
through her head. He’d be really pissed if she cleaned him out.

He smiled and nodded his head slowly. “Let
us make it very exciting.”

He pushed his entire stack of chips into the
center of the table. “I’m all in.”

For a brief second, Jess had the impression
that his inebriation had passed and he was in complete control.
He’s bluffing. There’s no way he’s going to beat a royal
flush. She struggled to maintain her calm facade. The pot
contained enough money to keep her out of debt forever, but if she
lost. . . Her heart hammered against her ribs, her composure
shot.

The room grew very quiet, tension hanging in
the air like tentacles. Slowly, she pushed all her chips into the
center of the table. Anticipation simmered in the pit of her
stomach as she closed in for the kill.

She smiled wickedly. “Your Sheikh-ness, I
call you.”

In slow motion, Mohammed’s well-manicured
fingers turned over two aces.
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Wonderful game! You are, indeed, a
formidable opponent.” Sheikh Mohammed smiled eagerly. “Perhaps we
can play again sometime?”

Jess stared at him. “You just lost a bundle
and you’re happy about it?”

He chuckled. “Of course–it’s only money.” He
leaned close and murmured, “I understand you need it more than I
do.”

Anger churned through her chest, but before
she could reply, he bowed deeply.

“Until we meet again, may Allaah keep
you.”

He moved away toward Samir’s group.

Elvora appeared, holding a cashier’s check.
“May I call you again sometime?”

Jess managed a tired smile. “No, but thanks
anyway.”

With one last glance at the animated group
of men, she slipped out the door into the quiet hall and headed for
the elevator. Fatigue and anger clanged in her head, disturbing her
thought patterns. Relief over her good fortune battled with the
unsettling circumstances of Samir’s presence in her private life.
On the main floor of the building, she wandered down the wide
marble concourse, looking at the darkened shop windows with
unseeing eyes, her thoughts rambling. Samir had not spoken to her
the entire evening. Important Muslim, be damned. I want him out
of my life. She found a deserted cocktail lounge, and settled
into a booth. A few minutes later, bourbon burned its way down her
throat, reminding her how far she’d strayed from normalcy.

“May I join you?”

Samir’s soft voice rekindled her anger, but
she didn’t look up from her drink. “Suit yourself.”

Who did this bastard think he was? Telling
Mohammed of her financial situation was the ultimate insult.

Samir slid into the booth. “You are angry
with me?”

Her head snapped up and she pinned him with
a nasty glare. “You’re damned right I am! Why would you discuss my
personal business with a stranger? Tell me that!”

Samir looked wounded. “Sheikh Mohammed is no
stranger–we are cousins.”

Jess scooted out of the booth.
“Whatever.”

 


When Jess returned to Easton later that
morning, she noticed the empty parking spot next to the carriage
house–an oddity, since Samir’s nephews seldom left the farm.
What could they possibly find to interest them in the local
area? For one second, she felt tempted to go to their room and
have a look around, then groaned and shook her head. I’m
starting to think like Faith.

She entered the barn, and a joyful nicker
drifted from Casey’s stall. Jess slipped into the cozy cubicle, and
laid her cheek against the mare’s warm neck, closing her eyes and
feeling the weeks of tension fade.

“You always love me, no matter what.”

Five minutes later, she haltered the horse
and led her into the aisle. As she moved through the familiar rote
of grooming, she organized her thoughts. She’d get over to the bank
first thing in the morning, to Frank’s after lunch, then finish up
at Naomi’s. Once the money thing was handled, she could devote her
energy and time to helping Faith crawl out of the pit.

She saddled Casey and swung up onto her
back, then headed out the back door of the barn. Moving away from
the practice ring, she guided the mare toward the woods, feeling
strength and resilience flow back into her mind and body. All her
troubles were over.

A twig snapped and Casey shied sideways,
nearly unseating Jess. She pulled back on the reins gently, and
patted the mare’s neck. Suddenly, she was looking at a man wearing
Carhartt overalls and a brown camo hunting cap. She urged Casey
forward.

“What are you doing here? This is private
property.”

An easy smile brightened his face. “Sorry.
My dog wandered away from my camp in the state forest. Guess I
didn’t realize I’d gone so far.” He looked around, then squinted up
at her. “You didn’t happen to see a black and tan German Shepherd,
did you?”
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