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Can Love Triumph Over Ambition? Ambition Overcome Prejudice?
In the risky world of showing high-ticket Arabian Horses, two professionals with a great deal to lose find out the hard way.
Young veterinarian, Liz Barnett, has moved her equine practice from Kentucky to rural California, excited by the chance to partner with an established clinic, as well as show her beautiful Arabian horses. She soon finds that she's living in an area by-passed by time and progress, as she butts heads with stubborn old ranchers who want nothing to do with a young female vet.
Hunky horse trainer, Kurt DeVallio, has spent the past ten years struggling with the deaths of his wife and infant son, and a horse-drugging frame-up that destroyed his professional career. His tunnel vision for finding a way to clear his name, and be his own man again, has thrown him into the midst of greedy folks who'll try to win at any cost.
When circumstances force these two together, they learn that winning has many meanings.
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Terrified whinnies echoed through the cavernous rafters of the huge show barn. Liz Barnett leapt to her feet and listened intently, trying to determine the location of the cries that could be nothing other than a horse in pain. She hurried toward the sound and, a moment later, cautiously lifted the latch on the heavy wooden stall door. She moved slowly toward a panic-stricken young horse in the corner.
Offering her hand, she kept her tone soft. “Easy...Whoa.”
The wild-eyed filly nickered nervously, then resumed struggling to free her foreleg trapped between the thick bars of an old-fashioned iron hayrack mounted high on the wall.
Liz frowned at the ancient contraption.
“I can’t believe anyone still uses these damned things.”
Placing her right hand on the horse’s slender back, she inched her left hand toward the head. Thank God, she’s wearing a halter. Seeming to sense that help had arrived, the filly stopped thrashing for a moment. Liz lightly stroked the sleek neck and considered the situation. The horse wouldn’t be able to free herself without rotating her hoof sideways into an unnatural position. Looking closer, Liz saw blood pulsing through a deep gash in the tender flesh across the top of the foot.
I can’t let go of the halter. How’m I going to do this with one hand? She quickly reached through the bars, grasped the small foot, and then twisted it sideways just as the horse pulled back. The trim hoof slipped through the narrow opening.
The adrenaline crashing through Liz’s body began to subside, making her legs weak and shaky. Ignoring the uncomfortable feeling, she concentrated on the filly’s gushing wound. She needed to stop the bleeding–quickly.
She spotted a tack room across the aisle, and darted into it, thinking about what she might use as a tourniquet. A shirt and tie hung on a hook in the corner. She snatched the tie, grabbed a towel from a stack by the door, then sprinted back across the aisle.
The little mare trembled visibly, and Liz knew time would be critical. A glaze began to move over the filly’s dark eyes, as her blood flowed into the straw bedding.
Liz stroked the smooth neck, murmuring, “It’s okay, baby...it’s okay.”
Liz kneeled beside the injured leg, winding the tie twice around the fetlock joint, then securing it tightly just above the cut. The bleeding dwindled, and then stopped. Liz examined the deep laceration. This’ll need stitching. I’d better go find the show vet.
“What the hell are you doing in here?”
Liz gasped, nearly toppling into the straw at the unexpected nearness of the angry voice. She scrambled to her feet, and whirled around. A dark, scowling man towered over her.
“Answer me!”
He stepped forward, and Liz automatically moved back, her breath coming in short puffs as she attempted to gain control of her thoughts and explain her presence. A second later, indignation bubbled up and she returned his hostile frown.
“Your horse’s leg was wedged in that old hayrack, and–”
The man stepped past, brushing her off like a bothersome fly. Her skin prickled with anger and she glared at his back.
You arrogant jerk! A nasty comment formed on her lips, then she took a deep breath. No. This isn’t the way. Her professional persona took over.
“The wound is deep, but I don’t think the artery was damaged.” She drew herself up to her full five feet. “And, by the way, you don’t need to come barging in here acting as though I’m doing something wrong.”
The man didn’t respond to her challenge. He tenderly smoothed his hand over the animal’s neck, murmuring reassurances to her. An instant later, he looked down.
“Damn! You used my best tie.”
Liz blinked. He’s worried about the tie?
He dropped to one knee. The filly stood quietly, her muscles quivering beneath her satiny coat, her breathing shallow, as he probed her injury. A minute later, he shook his head and stood up, turning to pin Liz with the darkest eyes she’d ever seen.
Her heart stumbled in its path at his exotic appearance. Skin the color of olivewood kissed by the Mediterranean sun. Gleaming blue-black hair sculpted against his skull, accentuating strong cheekbones and a wide forehead. An elegant moustache shadowed an aristocratic mouth. She took a deep breath, now aware of a new, stirring odor in the close quarters–the scent of a male ready to do battle for his territory.
His jaw relaxed, and he spoke gruffly. “Okay, thanks for your help. I need to get a vet.”
A flash of heat warmed Liz’s neck. “I am a vet.” She looked him directly in the eye, her tone patronizing. “Now...would you like me to go find the show vet while you stay here with the horse?”
The hard lines on his face softened a little, the corners of his moustache twitched with the beginnings of a smile. His eyes dropped to her chest, and Liz’s heart thumped behind her ribs, a surprising and infuriating reaction.
The moustache curled enticingly around a charming smile.
“Nah, she’ll be fine. I’ll keep an eye on her for awhile, then get her stitched up.”
Liz said nothing, but turned and walked quickly away from the man who was making her pulse jump with something other than irritation.
The sounds and smells faded into the background as Liz strode down the aisle, consumed with shadowy feelings and confusion. Her skin tingled and she couldn’t seem to breath normally. Who needed a battle with a cowboy in the middle of caring for an injured horse?
Absolutely nothing has gone right since I moved here. What’s wrong with me? Liz dropped down onto a bale of hay in her tack stall and stared at the dusty toes of her paddock boots. Why do I have such a negative effect on these damned Californians? She replayed the stall scene again, and warmth crawled across her chest.
Heaving a sigh, she rose, and started down the aisle toward a brilliant square of sunshine framing the world outside the now-busy barn. Early spring sun warmed the top of her head, and glancing up at the vast, cloudless sky, Liz felt some of her tension fade. In retrospect, she definitely wouldn’t appreciate finding a stranger messing with her horse. On the other hand, he could have been a little more gracious about her help, especially after he saw the wound.
I could have stood up for myself a little better. Why didn’t I tell him right away that I’m a vet? Maybe I could have diffused the situation. She pursed her lips. Lately, her track record with surly cowboys hadn’t given her much confidence. But then, she hadn’t met any that looked like this one.
The handsome horseman’s face flashed through her mind, provoking a distressing flutter in the pit of her stomach. Exhaling sharply, she shook off the sensation, and opened the show-office door.
An icy blast of air-conditioning peeled away the sun’s delicious warmth from her bare arms, and an involuntary shudder shook her shoulders as she closed the door behind her.
“May I help you?”
“I want to settle my account for Legacy Arabians. I’m leaving early in the morning.”
The woman behind the counter smiled brightly.
“Okey-doke. Just give me a minute.”
While the show secretary pawed through the files, Liz reflected on the past four days. She’d spent a lot of money on the show, money she wasn’t earning fast enough. But I think I’ve done pretty well for the new kid on the block.
The woman rattled a sheaf of papers. “Here, got ’em. Looks like three hundred dollars even.” She leaned her elbows on the counter. “You new? I’ve never seen your name on any of our exhibitor lists.”
“Yes, I moved here from Kentucky about six months ago. Takes some time to get organized.”
Liz handed her a check, and the secretary lifted her chin and peered at it through her bifocals.
“A horse doctor, huh? How do you have time to show horses and be a busy vet at the same time?”
Yeah, right! Liz attempted to keep the sarcasm from her voice.
“It’s a struggle, believe me.”
On her way back to the barn, the woman’s question needled her. I’m anything but busy, thanks to the rural mentality of the locals. The clash with Mr. Cowboy simply emphasized that her efforts to establish an equine practice in northern California were doomed. What the hell am I going to do? It cost me a fortune to move the horses out here. I don’t have a prayer of being able to go back home.
A familiar voice interrupted her brooding.
“Liz! Wait up!”
Colleen O’Hearn jogged up, a smile brightening her pixy face. The petite blonde was the breeding manager at Fairhill Arabians, about a mile down the road from Legacy. The first time they’d met, Liz had been charmed by Colleen’s feisty, take-no-stuff attitude, probably because her personality was so different from Liz’s. If I had just one-tenth of Colleen’s determination to have things the way she wants them, I wouldn’t be in this mess.
Colleen’s green eyes twinkled with genuine friendship.
“Congratulations! Great show!”
“Thanks. And Fairhill?”
The tiny woman’s western twang rambled over her words. “Can’t complain. Hey, I’m goin’ to watch a coupla classes. C’mon over when ya get packed up.”
Tossing a wave, she crossed the gravel drive, and disappeared into the arena building. Liz headed for her own stalls.
She packed everything except what she’d need the next morning, then took a moment to think. Looking at the seven colorful rosette ribbons pinned to the wall, pride and love swept through her chest. Five months of hard work had paid off. Her gaze swept over the elegant heads turned her way. Having outstanding horses doesn’t hurt anything either.
Her focus stopped first on two-year-old Legacy Ashiiqah, a stunning rose-gray Polish-Egyptian mare who’d pranced her way to first place in the Two-Year-Old Mare Halter class, then on to claim the Champion Two-Year-Old Mare trophy. Not bad for her first show season. Liz’s attention moved to the next stall, where Legacy Karma peered back at her from between the bars. The pure Polish bay colt had earned second place in the Yearling Stallion class, competing against twenty other horses. Rather extraordinary for just a baby. In the last stall stood Liz’s favorite mare, Double B Amy’s Pride, one of the original five foundation mares from her father’s famous herd. A seasoned show-horse, the white mare had trotted away with the Over-Five championship.
Liz cocked her head and smiled at the large, dark eyes watching expectantly. “You were wonderful, Amykins.”
These mares are the future of Legacy Arabians, the foundation of a great breeding program. And if Karma matures as perfectly as I think he will, he’ll command some pricey stud fees in a year or two. For the moment, Liz forgot that her original plan had been to work her way gradually into showing her animals, fine-tuning them when she had the time. Thoughts about the future sent her spirits on a downward spiral again. Never in her wildest imaginings had she dreamed it would be so difficult to set up her veterinary practice in Gold Rush country, or that she’d have so much free time on her hands, as a result.
She moved back toward her packing, hearing the echo of old Doc Sams’ crusty voice cajoling her over the telephone, describing the abundant opportunities she’d have if she joined his practice. It had seemed almost too good to be true, but her desire to start over in a new and interesting place had hampered her customary good judgment. How could she have foreseen the obstacles? Her shoulders slumped. Since moving to California, she’d woefully acknowledged, many times, the foolhardiness of accepting the position without thoroughly researching the area.
She examined her situation for what was probably the twentieth time that month. She had excellent credentials. Graduate of Tufts University Veterinary School. A specialty in equine reproduction. Top of her class. That’s not it. I’m overlooking something, but what?
Her mood saddened further at the memory of the exciting two years she’d spent as the resident veterinarian at a large Thoroughbred farm in Kentucky–the job she’d given up when her invalid father had died unexpectedly. Her throat tightened painfully. She knew now that she’d made decisions while the pain of his death was still a shroud over her heart. Made the wrong decision, and now didn’t know how to reverse it.
Determined to shake off the hurtful memories, she packed the ribbons into the trunk, and snapped the latch.
“Dammit! I’m here now, and I don’t intend to let a bunch of opinionated old ranchers decide my future!”
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Liz stepped through the entrance of the arena building and
blinked. After the brilliant midday sunshine, the softer light inside made everything appear dark and dreamy for a few moments. When her eyes adjusted, she scanned the rows of seats ringing the center arena. Few spectators attended this last day of the show, but small pockets of exhibitors peppered the grandstand, unwinding after a long week of classes. Colleen’s blonde head was not amongst them, but Liz sat down anyway, grateful for a chance to relax. A youth driving class entered the ring, and she watched with little interest.
Five minutes later, Colleen scooted into a seat, and took a long swig of soda. “You all packed?”
“Yeah...I could take off now, but I’d get home late, and still have to unload the horses and feed them. I’ll stay here and try for a decent night’s sleep.”
“Ain’t you goin’ to the celebration tonight?”
“I’m not much for parties.”
“Aw, come on. You could go for just a little while. These shindigs are fun. And besides, you’ll meet lots of people from your area. You could hand out business cards.” She grinned. “You can’t ever have too many customers, huh?”
Little do you know. Colleen’s comment was a keen-edged reminder that Liz needed clients, or she’d soon be in real trouble. Rather than a social event, she’d have to regard the get-together as a business necessity.
“Okay, but only for a while.”
The music floating through the arena stopped abruptly as the last horse and cart left the ring. The loudspeaker blared the name of an exhibitor, the gate opened, and a tall woman led a beautiful chestnut stallion into the ring.
Colleen nudged Liz. “Liberty class. This is such a hoot.”
Liz shook her head. “I haven’t figured out the purpose of this class, but everyone seems to enjoy it.”
The heavy bass thump of rock music filled the air, and the woman in the ring unhooked the lead rope. The horse whirled on his hind legs, and raced along the length of the arena, tail flagged and mane flying. The handler started after him, barking commands, and urging him on by snapping a long driving whip.
Liz watched with amusement as the woman positioned herself to catch the horse within the required two minutes. The animal danced away, tossing his head and staying just out of reach until the buzzer sounded, signaling the end of the time limit. Another three minutes passed before the woman and two helpers cornered the playful stallion.
Colleen chuckled. “She can never catch her horses. I don’t know why she enters these classes.”
Seconds later, a throbbing melody pulsed through the arena, the theme from Bolero charging the atmosphere with exotic promise.
Colleen gasped. “Oh, Gawd, there’s Kurt! Ain’t he the most gorgeous hunk you ever saw?”
Liz was already focused on the swarthy man in the ring. Mr. Cowboy. Yes, he’s most definitely gorgeous. Too bad that’s where the attraction ends.
She tried to keep her tone light. “What’s his name?”
Colleen’s eyebrows wiggled lecherously. “Kurt DeVallio. He’s Italian or something. Mostly something!”
Liz glanced back at the arena and huffed. “Mostly jerk, I’d say.”
She felt Colleen’s inquiring gaze, but carefully ignored it, concentrating instead on Kurt. He reached out, and unhooked the lead rope from a small bay stallion with long legs and an exquisite head. Liz’s sharp eye for pedigree drove her thoughts. That horse has to be straight Egyptian.
The animal pranced away, his neck arched and tail up. He skimmed over the soft dirt, his finely boned legs moving in what seemed to be slow motion. Enchanted, Liz watched the horse dance in almost flawless rhythm to the music. My God, how did he teach him to do that?
Colleen spoke as though she’d read Liz’s mind.
“That man has some really spooky, mystical powers over horses. It’s almost like he’s one of them, instead of one of us.”
Liz wrested her gaze from the stallion and looked back to where Kurt stood motionless in the center of the arena, watching every move of the spectacular creature floating around the perimeter.
In the uncomfortably close quarters of the stall that morning, the man had seemed bulky and intimidating, but from this distance, Liz admired his tall stature, trim frame, well-developed muscles, and fluid movements. A now-familiar flutter started in the pit of her stomach, and warmth crawled up her neck. Audacious men usually didn’t impress her, but this one absolutely had her attention.
The passionate swell of the music grew, and Kurt took two steps, holding out his right hand. The stallion ceased his performance and trotted straight over to Kurt. The lead rope snapped into place as the buzzer sounded and the audience went crazy. Liz exhaled slowly, unaware she’d been holding her breath.
Colleen nudged her arm. “Are ya gonna tell me about it?”
Liz blushed, wondering how many of her thoughts had been obvious.
“I had a little run-in with him this morning.”
Colleen leaned forward eagerly, her eyes sparkling with curiosity. “Good or bad?”
“Definitely not good. Let’s just say Mr. Cowboy is short on couth.”
Colleen chuckled. “Yeah, I’ve heard he can be moody, but I wouldn’t throw him away!”
Liz smiled wryly. “He’s all yours.”
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Laughter and music drifted through the doors of the recreation hall. Inside, horse owners, trainers, and grooms partied, celebrating the end of a rigorous week. Liz took a deep breath and tried to relax. I hate this! She hesitated, trying to calm her thoughts. A glance down at her teal silk pantsuit sent doubt crawling through her head. I’m probably over-dressed. Maybe I should have worn jeans. She started thinking up reasons to avoid the festivities. She was tired...tomorrow would be a long, busy day...she needed her rest.
She sighed. Colleen was right. It was important to get out and meet other people in the industry, but Liz’s quiet nature turned social gatherings into bad dreams. The last thing she wanted to do was pretend to have a good time. Before Liz could escape, Colleen appeared, her keen expression confirming there’d be no weaseling out of the evening.
The two women bumped their way through the crowd, inch by inch. The music was too loud, and people shouted over the ever-increasing din. Peals of unfettered laughter ricocheted around the room, and Liz’s head began to swim. Why did I let her talk me into this?
They battled their way to the front of a small bar in the corner, and Liz ordered white wine. Glass in hand, she turned to watch the people. A few familiar faces, but mostly strangers. Mindlessly, she slipped her hand into her pocket, and fingered the hard edge of the business cards.
Many of the women in the crowd were well-dressed, wealthy owners whose designer clothes and stunning, one-of-a-kind jewelry generated a glamorous testament to the financial health of the Arabian horse industry. Liz relaxed a little, relieved that she hadn’t worn jeans, but a tiny shiver of apprehension rolled across her shoulders anyway.
Colleen interrupted the fashion critique.
“That bartender is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. I’ll have to see if I can rattle his cage for later.”
She caught Liz’s expression, and a wicked smile sneaked across her face. “What? You think I’m a nun?”
Liz reddened, uncomfortable with Colleen’s frank sexuality. As a girl, Liz’s only female role model had been an aged maiden aunt in Connecticut, with whom she’d spent little time. Aunt Grace would never have revealed her interest in a man. By choice, Liz had limited experience with men, having always preferred to stay immersed safely in her studies, her veterinary practice and, more recently, her horses.
An urgent whisper tickled her ear. “Look who just walked in.” Liz had already spotted Kurt. Her brain absorbed every detail of the impressive man moving through the merrymakers.
She shook her head. “Too bad his personality doesn’t match his looks.”
Colleen giggled. “Why don’tcha see if you can get him for a client?” Her tone became suggestive. “Or something?”
Liz shook her head vigorously and frowned. “Not a chance!”
Colleen gave her a pitying smile, then returned to the bar, intent on her mission to snare the bartender.
Liz looked back at the crowd, her eyes searching for Kurt. From her invisible spot amongst the mass of horse folk, she focused on the man who sent her pulse skipping through her veins. His outward appearance seemed warm and approachable, and he appeared to be popular with everyone, but something else enhanced his allure. Liz remembered the almost intimate interchange that morning, surrounded by wooden walls and iron bars, the air humming with repressed hostility and sensual tension.
She exhaled slowly, remembering how seamlessly his angry face had smoothed into undisguised interest, and her surprising reaction to the change. Just thinking about it brought the same feelings flooding back into her chest.
Irritated that the memory held her so firmly, she redirected her thoughts. I might as well get some work done. She reached for the lump of cards in her pocket. As she worked through the crowd, introducing herself to several horse owners, she advanced steadily toward the door and her escape. She hated making small talk, but she gave it her best shot, subconsciously marking time until she’d be able to slip away.
A statuesque woman stood alone in the corner, and Liz saw her chance.
“Hi, I’m Liz Barnett, Legacy Arabians in Garden Valley.”
They shook hands and the woman smiled, visibly pleased to have company.
“Annie Brown. I’m from Placerville.”
“Yes, I saw you in the liberty class this afternoon.”
“I can never catch that rascal. I don’t know why I keep entering those classes, except they’re so much fun.”
“Isn’t that what it’s all about? Fun?”
“Here and now, yes. But get in there with the big boys, and you spend a lot of time watching your back. What a crazy business!”
Liz nodded solemnly, then extended a business card.
Annie’s face lit up. “A vet! Great! Doc Sams is always so busy you can’t get him when you need him. Everyone in these parts will be glad he’s found himself a partner.”
Like I ever get called. Liz peeked at her watch, and then searched the far corner to find Colleen, who was still optimistically chatting up the bartender. I’ll just slip out of here, then apologize later.
She said goodbye to Annie, turned to leave, and collided with a substantial body. Large hands grasped her shoulders firmly to keep her from stumbling.
A velvety voice kissed the air. “Whoa, Girl.”
Liz’s gaze moved up the ladder of pearl buttons on a pale blue shirt, and met the smoky gaze of Kurt DeVallio. Her heart thudded, her senses sharpened by his nearness. Beneath the silk blouse, her shoulders burned under his firm touch, the sensation creeping downward like a slow trickle of warm honey. Her breath caught as amusement flooded into his dark, captivating eyes. His jaw was shadowed with a charcoal dusting of five-o’clock, and his moustache twitched as though he held back a smile.
Embarrassed by her thoughts, she dropped her eyes, her heart pounding so hard she feared he would hear it.
She stepped back from his grasp, and turned to leave.
“Sorry,” she mumbled.
“Wait a minute.”
She stopped, bracing herself for a tirade, though his voice held none of the aggression she’d heard that morning. She looked up, noticing his lips as he talked, and how his moustache rippled invitingly with the shape of each word.
“I want to apologize for this morning. I shouldn’t have been so rude.”
“I understand. I’m sure you were startled to find a stranger in your horse’s stall.”
He didn’t reply, but a contemplative expression softened his strong features. The silence hanging between them felt uncomfortable, and Liz turned to leave. Kurt’s hand settled on her arm, and a volley of tingles raced across her skin.
“Would you like to dance?”
She swallowed hard. She couldn’t imagine getting close enough to this man to feel his arms around her.
She glanced up apologetically. “I really need to go. I’m leaving early in the morning.”
His rich laugh swirled around them.
“One dance won’t make you late.”
Smiling wickedly, he reached down and took her hand. Unable to protest, she followed him onto the dance floor, the warmth of his strong fingers sending tiny electric shocks through her body, and waves of delighted terror through her mind. She slipped into his arms and let herself be swept away by the music and the man.
One spin later, his velvety voice broke into her tumbling thoughts.
“Let’s start over. I’m Kurt DeVallio.”
She tipped her head back to look at him. “Liz Barnett.”
“I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before.”
“That’s because I’ve never been here before.”
Oh yeah, Liz... that was profound!
He pulled her close against him, guiding her effortlessly around the jammed dance floor. His warmth pervaded her clothing, taking her breath away. The soft surface of his chambray shirt brushed against her cheek, and a tantalizing whiff of spicy aftershave teased her nose. The music faded, and Liz stepped back, surprised and disappointed that the dance had ended. Kurt stood motionless, looking down into her eyes, his expression oozing self-confidence. Slowly, the sensual rhythm of Bolero filtered into Liz’s head for the second time that day. With a smoldering look, Kurt roughly took her back into his arms, and began to move to the exotic beat of the music, his body brushing against her suggestively, his gaze never leaving her face. Courage rose in her chest and she held his eyes with her own, savoring the indescribable feelings that coursed through her body. The last strains of the song died, and Kurt stepped back, still holding her arms as he stared straight into her soul. Her chest felt as though it might cave in, excitement surging through her in reply to his unspoken message. A speculative smile spread slowly across his face. His voice hummed on the air between them.
“So, Liz Barnett. Where are you from?”
Relieved for the distraction, she relaxed. “Garden Valley. I’ve joined a veterinary practice there.”
“Oh, yeah, Doc Sams. I heard he had a new partner, but nobody told me he’d wimped out ‘n’ hired a fee-male.”
Like a bucket of ice water, the remark drenched Liz’s warm feelings. She jerked her arms from his grasp, and stepped back.
“And what possible difference could that make?”
The deep frustrations of the past few months leapt up, and adrenaline flooded through her. She couldn’t deal with one more insult that day. Without waiting for an answer, she left the dance-floor, headed for the exit.
Outside, Colleen snagged her arm. “Well, you two certainly hit it off.”
Liz glowered. “I don’t think so!”
She glanced back over her shoulder. Through the open door, Kurt remained exactly where she’d left him, his arms casually folded across his chest, a sexy smile lighting his extraordinary face. Dark eyes challenged her to come back.
She met his gaze. No way, Cowboy!
Kurt’s attention lingered on Liz’s firm behind, rippling innocently beneath the slinky fabric of her pants as she stalked away. Man, she is some classy filly! The opulent color and sheen of her clothing complemented her smooth olive skin and enhanced her deep blue eyes. Raven-colored hair, thick and shiny, brushed her shoulders. If I had to guess, I’d say the lady has some Italian blood flowing through those hot veins. He grinned, remembering her feisty manner in the stall that morning. He’d also felt her tense eagerness on the dance floor. The memory stimulated his thoughts toward finding a way to get her into his bed.
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The rising sun sparkled through the branches of the massive oaks towering over the exercise paddock. The air felt crisp and cool, but the promise of a sweltering day whispered on the breeze ruffling through Liz’s hair. The muted, waking-up sounds of morning were a joyous melody to her ears. I’m so glad to be home.
The blacked-legged, chocolate brown colt at the end of the lunge-line slowed his pace, sensing that Liz’s attention had wandered. Clucking her tongue, she snapped the whip and encouraged him to stay on the outer edges of the circle he trotted.
“Good boy, Karma.”
Liz appreciated the horse’s immediate obedience. In another six months, her little boy would start to mature into a breeding stallion and, when that happened, it would be difficult to keep his attention on such mundane things as trotting in a circle.
She considered her ambitious dreams. Qualifying her horses at a regional show meant they would be eligible for the national competition in Albuquerque, where she’d show them against some of the toughest trainers and fanciest horses in the industry. Walking back to the barn, she squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. Why not? My horses are as good as any out there.
A moment later, Kurt DeVallio’s face wormed its way into her thoughts again. I don’t need that kind of attention. I don’t know who he thinks he is, but I’m not buying it. Lost in thoughts about the dark cowboy’s intrusion into her life, Liz closed the stall door so hard the latch snapped loudly, startling Karma. The giddy colt leapt about his stall as though bogey-men were after him.
Liz stepped back inside, and reached for his shoulder. “Oh, Sweetie, I’m sorry.”
She moved closer, stroking his neck, murmuring reassurances to him until his quivering nostrils and wild eyes returned to their normal state. A few minutes later, soothed by the familiar smells of fresh hay, sweet oats laced with molasses, and the unique odor of warm horseflesh, she turned her thoughts to the future and what she needed to do to salvage it.
Later that morning, Liz stood at her desk, looking around the office she’d set up in her study. The rambling old farmhouse had been added to over the decades, and that room had been one of the newer additions. Warm oak paneling absorbed the morning sun, casting a glow over the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that filled one wall. The array of well-worn book-spines looked like a colorful miniature skyline on each shelf. Interspersed here and there were several photographs of her father with his champion horses. The wall behind her small desk was filled with framed diplomas, awards for excellence, and her veterinary licenses.
How excited she’d been, arranging furniture, organizing the filing cabinet, recording a crisp, professional message on the answering machine. Her dreams had seemed fulfilled–associate status with an established veterinary practice. How much better could it get? Her throat tightened and tears prickled her eyes. How much worse might it get?
The telephone jarred her from the clutch of dismal thoughts, and Colleen’s bright voice chirped over the line.
“Hi, you busy? I thought I’d stop by.”
Liz’s mood brightened. “Hey, that’d be great. I want to talk to you about a couple of things.”
While she waited, Liz made some notes. Colleen had lived in the area for a long time. Surely, she’d have some insights that would help solve Liz’s problem.
A few minutes later, the crunch of tires on gravel was followed by the creak of the screen door. Colleen appeared at the study door, looking a little like a western Barbie doll in tight jeans and a denim shirt with fringe dangling saucily across her chest. Pristine red snakeskin cowboy boots looked as though they’d never seen a stirrup.
She dropped into a chair. “How’s business?”
Liz grimaced. “Don’t ask.”
Colleen leaned forward, her tone sincere. “What’s going on? Maybe I can help.”
Liz plunged in, frustration coloring every word.
“I was such a fool to make this move without checking it out. Hell, I’ve researched vacations more thoroughly than I did this job!”
“What do you mean? You are an associate, aren’t ya?”
Liz snorted. “Oh, yeah, but only on paper. I never get called. Doc Sams takes all the farm calls, and I end up writing prescriptions for Mrs. Long’s neurotic parakeet.”
Liz heard her own whiney, cry-baby tone, and shook her head.
“Colleen, in the last six months, I’ve been called on one emergency, and that was only because Doc Sams was already taking care of two others.” She rose from her chair, and paced. “Lord knows, I have the credentials to handle anything that comes my way, but nobody will give me a chance and, since I don’t know what the problem is, I can’t fix it.”
Colleen sat back in the chair, crossed her legs, and cocked her head. Her tone was sympathetic, but firm.
“I can’t believe you haven’t figured it out. The problem is, you haven’t been in practice very long, and you’re a woman–a young one, to boot...You’re in ranchin’ country, Honey, and these guys ain’t gonna fall all over ya just ’cause you were a hotshot back East. In fact, that probably works against ya.”
Liz’s brief wave of self-pity disappeared. She’d already suspected that her problem might have something to do with her age and gender, but the idea that the locals considered her inexperienced and incapable really stung. Her own confidence in her skills had apparently blinded her to the essence of the problem.
Colleen’s tone softened a little. “You’ll just have to prove yourself, whatever it takes. Doc Sams is long past retirement, an’ he knows it. He wouldn’t have offered you the job if he didn’t plan to step down at some point, but maybe he’s startin’ to resist the idea of retiring, so he’s still tryin’ to handle everything. His long-time clients want his attention as long as they can have it. And you’re playin’ the prima donna, waitin’ to be invited. I think you’ll need to do some active marketing if you want to get these old geezers on board.”
Liz sighed. “You’re right, of course. I just needed someone to kick me in the butt.” She brightened. “Well, at least I’ve had plenty of time to work with my show horses.”
Her optimism disappeared with the shadow that crossed Colleen’s features.
“Liz, I hate to be the one to tell ya this, but you’re gonna run into the same thing in the show ring. Not the small shows, but the big ones, the ones that count. I know you’re trying for Nationals, but it’s a long, political road to get there, and you ain’t paid your dues yet.”
Liz had finally had enough. “You know...this is the modern world. Women have been accomplishing wonderful things for a long time, and I don’t intend to let a bunch of time-warped cowboys send me running!”
Colleen applauded, her face breaking into a sunny smile.
“All right! That’s more like it. Now, tell me what I can do to help.”
An hour later, Liz had a list of over a dozen potential clients within a thirty-mile radius–all women who owned horses.
Colleen’s approach to the problem was a clever one.
“Why not fight fire with fire? Let Doc Sams take care of the tough old boys.” She chuckled wickedly. “And you concentrate on the real horse people.”
Liz had to admit the plan made sense. After all, if the men supported each other and stuck together, why wouldn’t the women welcome the same option? At least it was a place to start her salvage operation.
Over lunch on the screen porch, the conversation moved to a more personal level. Colleen took a long swallow of iced tea, then thoughtfully set down her glass.
“You’ve never told me why you decided to move out here in the first place, other than the job.”
Liz shook her head dejectedly. “I’ve wondered that myself lately.” She sat back in the comfortable wicker chair. “My dad was a famous horse-trainer. My mother died when I was four, and Dad retired from the ring to raise me. We lived on a small farm in Kentucky, where he started breeding Arabians. He ended up with one of the most popular bloodlines in the industry, Double B.”
“Oh, Lordy, I guess! That was your dad?”
Liz nodded, feeling the familiar pain begin in her chest. “I was in my last year at vet school when he suffered a mild stroke. By graduation, he’d mostly recovered, but couldn’t continue working with the horses. He became very depressed. I took a job at a large Thoroughbred farm nearby, and things were fine for awhile. Then he had another stroke, and I had to juggle work and looking after him.”
The painful memories flooded through Liz’s head, images as clear as if they’d been yesterday.
“Then, one morning he didn’t wake up...”
The pain in her chest was now so intense she couldn’t breathe. Her father’s death still affected her deeply, even after almost three years. She struggled on with her story.
“It took me over two years to settle the estate and disperse sixty head of horses. I’d been on emergency leave from the Thoroughbred farm, but they finally had to replace me.”
Colleen’s face reflected her regret at starting the conversation. “Liz, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know–”
“No, it’s okay. Anyway, I decided a change of scenery would do me good, and I thought I’d like to try my hand at showing horses, since I had some really good ones. Then this job jumped up and bit me.” She smiled without mirth. “Figuratively speaking.”
“Liz, you’re gonna do fine. You just need to work at it.”
The intense atmosphere began to dissipate, and Colleen took the opportunity to leave. On the way out to her truck, she snapped her fingers and stopped.
“Oh! Are you still interested in buyin’ more mares?”
“Yeah, but with my current career slump, my bank account probably isn’t.”
Colleen climbed up into the driver’s seat, then rolled down the window.
“Go see Marilyn Cook over in Placerville. She’s on your new list of prospects. She’s gettin’ on, and has lots of horses. I think she has some pretty good lines, but I don’t remember which ones.” The truck engine coughed, then started. “And don’t forget to give her a business card. Ya might get lucky.”
As Colleen’s taillights disappeared down the driveway, Liz’s thoughts were skeptical. I need more than luck right now. Sadness crept into her heart, followed by an overwhelming urge to go home. Even if she did, would she be able to pick up the pieces, go on with her life as before? She blinked back the tears. No. That was then, and this is now. I can’t look back.
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The twenty-five-minute drive from Garden Valley to Placerville allowed Liz plenty of time to think about her precarious financial position. Colleen’s right. I can’t sit back and wait for something to happen. She flushed, embarrassed by Colleen’s candid comment about over-confidence.
An instant later, she bristled. “Well, I am good! What’s wrong with believing in yourself?”
Can’t see the forest for the trees, that’s what.
Another troubling thought intruded, and her shoulders slumped. She’d assumed that winning enough points at the regional show would assure her chances to compete at the Nationals. Apparently, she had another obstacle to worry about.
Ahead, a dilapidated wooden sign leaned at an angle, the white paint peeling, the black letters faded. Cook’s Arabians. Liz left her problems behind and followed the dirt road, stopping in front of a small house flanked by an old barn. Three small, scruffy dogs barreled out from behind the building, barking wildly. A short, sturdy woman opened the screen door and hollered at them. The dogs quieted at once, and ran to sit at her feet.
Liz glanced down at three pair of watchful eyes.
“Quite the security crew you have there.”
The older woman grinned. “Oh, them. They’re harmless. I think they’d probably share the loot with a burglar. I’m Marilyn. C’mon in.”
Liz stepped into the dim house, wrinkling her nose at the stale odor of cigarettes and animals permeating the air. Beyond the kitchen, a tiny sitting area overflowed with horse tack, magazines, dog beds, and a dingy overstuffed couch where several cats dozed.
Marilyn dropped into a worn recliner, and Liz eased onto a bare spot on the couch next to a fat tabby that angrily twitched its tail at being disturbed. While Marilyn sifted through large piles of papers on the coffee table, Liz’s gaze moved around the room. One wall displayed dozens of photographs of horses at shows, horses in pastures, horses with riders or being driven. Dusty trophies, platters, bowls, and loving cups covered the surface of a card table in the corner–a lifetime of accomplishment.
“It looks like you were pretty successful in the ring.”
Marilyn glanced up and waved her cigarette dismissively.
“Oh, that stuff. Did that when I was young and had some help. Now I don’t even polish ’em.” She shoved a folder across the table. “Here’s some snapshots of the horses I have for sale. I hate to get rid of ’em, but I gotta...I’m too old, they’re too much work.”
Liz looked through the photographs, disappointment filling her thoughts as she glanced at the pedigrees. Good, but not spectacular. Nuts! How can I diplomatically tell her that the horses aren’t good enough, then turn around and ask for her vet custom?
“Uh, Marilyn, they’re very nice, but, you know, I don’t think photographs do a horse justice. Could I take a look at the mares?” Dammit! Quit beating around the bush. The pedigrees won’t improve by the time you get to the barn.
“Sure, honey. Mind the dogs, they’ll go off again.”
Following Marilyn, and trying to dodge the clouds of cigarette smoke that trailed behind, Liz pondered a way to get to the main reason for the visit. Maybe I can take a quick look to be polite, and then tell her I’m not quite ready, that I’m still in the browsing stage.
When they reached the barn door, Liz pulled out a business card and plunged in.
“How many horses do you have?”
“Nine...about eight too many.”
Liz offered the card. “I’d like the chance to care for your stock.”
Marilyn dropped the cigarette, and ground it out, then looked at the card.
“So you’re the new doc. Nobody told me it was a gal, but that’s even better. It’s about time the old coot got some real help!”
The inside of the barn was as messy as the house. Neglect and carelessness. A disaster waiting to happen. The floor hadn’t been swept in at least a week. Two broken bales of straw littered the aisle, aided by the draft that swirled through the barn from open doors and windows. Liz glimpsed masses of cobwebs draped through the rafters, frosted with dust and speckled with pieces of straw. A serious fire hazard. Her heart thudded and she pushed the horrible thought away.
Marilyn opened a stall door at the end of the aisle.
“Come on down here. This here’s my pride and joy, Miss Marcy.” Marilyn smiled proudly as she pointed at the animal. “She’s half Egyptian an’ half Polish. That’s a very popular combination, y’know.”
Liz stepped forward to get a better look into the dimly lit stall. Her heart sank. At least nineteen years old, Miss Marcy had seen better days. Significantly underweight, the mare’s hip bones stuck out and her ribs were visible beneath a dull, white coat. Her eyes held no luster or fire, and her ears drooped. The poor old thing looked as though she hadn’t been groomed in months. Liz’s eyes burned. How can anyone treat these animals this way?
“Her sway-back is ’cause she’s had eleven foals. Did you look at her pedigree?”
Liz smothered a sigh. “Marilyn, she’s nice, but too old for my herd. I need young broodmares.”
She started edging toward the door and her freedom.
Marilyn’s tone sounded cross. “Well, you could go on down the road to Aliqua Arabians. They’ve got dozens of horses–not all that great, but they’re young.”
Liz was dismayed at how badly she’d botched the visit. As they walked toward the house, Marilyn hurried to end the visit.
“They’re in El Dorado, not far. Owner’s name is Eve.” She opened the screen door and looked back.
“I’ll give a holler if I need ya.”
Back home, the light glowed steadily on the answering machine in Liz’s office. Disgusted, but not surprised, she headed for the barn to clean stalls and set up the evening feed.
Nine stalls later, she climbed wearily up the stairs to the hayloft. A shaft of late afternoon sun slanted through the single window. Hay dust danced in the beam, reminding her of smoke, followed by a mental picture of Marilyn’s firetrap barn. Liz’s skin crawled with horror. Nothing was more terrifying to a horse owner than the possibility of a barn fire. She’d had one experience with a fire in Kentucky, for which all of her medical training had been useless. Four horses, overcome by smoke, had perished while Liz and others had helplessly stood by, unable to enter the blazing barn.
Shaking off the ghastly memory, she began tossing flakes of hay into the stalls below. Finally, hot and tired, she dropped into a pile of straw, and closed her eyes.
Unbidden, Kurt’s face appeared in her mind, and a shiver of delight moved across her damp skin. How wonderful she’d felt in his arms, traveling around the dance floor. Immersing herself in the daydream, she heard his soft voice, felt the texture of his shirt, smelled his male scent. Nestling deeper into the straw, she abandoned herself to dreams of how his arms might feel embracing her in the heat of passion. Her body tingled and arousal seethed through her.
Stunned by her response to the sexy daydream, she scrambled to her feet. This is ridiculous. I’m acting like a lovesick teenager. I’ll probably never even see him again. Angrily brushing the hay dust from her jeans, she took a deep breath and tried to will away her tension. Moving toward the stairs, she glanced back at the bed of straw, feeling the uneasy burn of desire that would haunt her for hours.
6
Abandoning herself to thoughts of Kurt had been an unfortunate mistake, and Liz’s restlessness threaded through the remainder of the day. In the study, she looked at her empty schedule book, and thought again about Colleen’s plan, and her own good intentions. She pulled out the list of prospects, and reached for the phone.
A woman answered, her voice lilting with a hint of accent.
“Aliqua Arabians, Eve speaking.”
“Hi, this is Dr. Liz Barnett in Garden Valley. Marilyn Cook gave me your name.”
“...Yes?”
Liz gulped at the frosty tone of voice. Perhaps mentioning Marilyn wasn’t such a good idea.
“She said you have horses for sale, and I’m looking for Arabian breeding stock. Specifically, mares.”
The woman’s tone didn’t sound friendly. “Oh. And who are you again?”
“Liz Barnett. I’m the new vet at Doc Sams’ practice, and I own Legacy Arabians in Garden Valley. I’ve been here about six months.”
Eve’s tone warmed considerably at the prospect of a real sale. “Well, I do have some mares for sale. I breed predominantly Polish, some Egyptian. Would you care to look at the stock I have available?”
“I could come by tomorrow.” Or any day, for that matter.
“Fine. My trainer’s away at an auction, but I can show you what I have.”
Liz put the phone down and took a deep breath. Here I am again, shopping for horses when I should be chasing customers.
The next afternoon, Liz again cruised along the road to Placerville. The ever-present Sierras reigned over the valley like ermine-mantled monarchs. The magnificence and desolation of northern California energized her, and filled her with optimism that goals could be accomplished on a grand scale.
South of Placerville, Liz quickly came upon El Dorado, a quaint town in the heart of gold country. Following Eve’s directions, Liz pulled into an enormous gated entrance of white marble and ornate wrought-iron. An elegantly-lettered sign hung over the drive. The paved road climbed gradually through a huge stand of ancient pine trees. Emerging from the green canopy, Liz gasped. On the hillside sat an incredibly large house, obviously brand new and custom-built. Beautiful landscaping framed the building against the evergreens on the mountain behind it. A garden area, stone benches, gazebo, and large deck filled one entire side of the property.
She drove past the front, and pulled in next to a late-model Corvette parked beside a new Lincoln Navigator. A luxury six-horse trailer sat alongside the barn. That cost an easy fifty-grand. The traditional New England style barn was gorgeous, complete with cupola and antique weathervane. Behind the building, white-fenced pastures spread in every direction.
Walking along the stepping stone path to the front door, Liz promised herself she wouldn’t leave that farm without Eve’s business.
Before she could lift the knocker, a small, shapely woman in her mid-fifties opened the door. Eve Aliqua was every inch Irish: vibrant green eyes, a ruddy complexion sprinkled with tiny freckles, and flaming red hair pulled back in a ponytail.
She smiled and gestured toward the living room. In person, her accent was more noticeable.
“I made some iced tea. I’ll be right back.”
Liz examined the surroundings while she waited. Spacious rooms were illuminated by floor-to-ceiling picture windows, providing a panoramic view of the surrounding foothills and valleys, the mountains standing guard on the horizon. Lustrous oak beams and paneling glowed in the reflection of carefully designed lighting in each area. Comfortable, unpretentious leather sofas and chairs huddled around a tile-topped Spanish-style coffee table.
Eve certainly had money, but from where? Selling horses? Surely not. More likely an inheritance or a lucrative divorce. A moment later, Eve returned with a tray.
Liz wasted no time in offering her a business card.
“I’m in the process of setting up my equine practice. Are you a client of Doc Sams?”
Eve rolled her eyes and shook her head. “When he can work me in. I usually have to get the vets to come over from Cameron Park. Not for emergencies, of course. It’s too far.” She looked at the card. “But now that you’re available, I can call you.”
Liz beamed, her stomach doing a somersault. This isn’t so hard.
Eve moved to a glass-fronted barrister’s bookcase by the fireplace, and pulled out a thick notebook.
“You can look through the pedigree book, see if anything matches up with your breeding program.”
“Eve, I feel really peculiar calling you out of the blue, like this.”
“Oh, that’s all right. I will say, it rather threw me when you mentioned Marilyn. We’ve had some problems in the past, and I wondered just what she’d thrown my way this time.”
Liz paged through the binder, bewitched by the extraordinary bloodlines. Any horse that had ever been anything was included in the first three generations of every pedigree. She could barely contain her excitement. What a gene pool! Here’s a chance to bring some outstanding blood into my herd, if I can just afford it...
Eve’s lightly clipped words penetrated Liz’s thoughts.
“We can go up to the barn whenever you’re ready. I think the grooms have everyone cleaned up.”
As they walked across the gravel toward the impressive building, Eve apologized.
“I’m not very good at showing off the horses to prospective buyers, and I can’t demonstrate their riding or driving capabilities. But if you see something you like, perhaps you could come back when the trainer is here.”
Liz’s stomach fluttered with anticipation of seeing the mares that matched those incredible pedigrees.
The interior of the barn was finished in solid oak, smooth and lustrous. Liz looked down the length of the immaculate aisle. When the lights came on, inquisitive faces appeared over stall doors, and Liz didn’t breathe for a moment. The heads were exquisite, as Arabian heads should be. She walked slowly down the aisle, stopping at each stall for a closer look, understanding that they were some of the finest horses she’d ever seen. Her heart sank. I’ll never be able to afford any of these mares.
Eve opened a stall door. “This mare is a Polish-Russian cross. You can see that her conformation is a little different than the others. That’s the Russian influence. They prefer strong, athletic horses. She’s in foal to our straight Egyptian stallion, and due in January.”
Liz assessed the dark gray mare. The horse’s features were heavier than Liz preferred, but the conformation was excellent and the animal had a regal, almost distant bearing.
“Why are you selling her?”
Eve closed the stall door. “Actually, I just don’t like her very much.” She shrugged. “Her personality isn’t as friendly as the rest of my mares.”
Liz nodded, but said nothing. You’re not exactly out-going yourself. Horses are very tuned-in to human body language.
Following Eve down the aisle, Liz seriously considered the gray mare. A real possibility...introduce some diversified blood into my herd. Plus, the foal she’s carrying could be really outstanding.
Eve stopped beside another stall door and waited for Liz’s reaction. Inside the twelve-by-twelve enclosure filled with mounds of straw, a magnificent white mare watched the two women. Her large, dark eyes held a soft luminosity. Her statuesque body was strong, yet delicate, with superb bone structure and faultless conformation. The horse had a magical effect on Liz. All she needs is a unicorn horn.
“Fair Lady’s a ten-year-old Polish-Egyptian cross. I’ve had six beautiful foals out of her.”
As if summoned, a tiny head peeked around Fair Lady’s chest. The foal was an exquisite replica of her mother. Fair Lady lowered her head and, chuckling in her throat, nudged the little one back.
Eve laughed. “As you can see, she’s a very good mother.”
They moved on down the aisle, and Liz looked at other horses, but couldn’t shake the image of the white mare.
Abruptly, Eve turned, brushing past Liz. “Well, it’s about time you showed up!”
She walked rapidly toward a tall silhouette in the open barn door. Liz turned her thoughts to how she could manage to buy the gray mare and Fair Lady.
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Well, well. If it isn’t Doctor Barnett!”
Liz’s heart froze at the sound of the familiar voice behind her. What’s he doing here? Hayloft fantasies rushed into her head, but she quickly pushed them aside. She turned, and met Kurt’s gaze.
“Hi...I’m sorry, what was your name again?”
The flicker of a smile beneath his moustache implied that her impudence had been wasted.
Confused, Eve stared at Liz. “This is my trainer, Kurt DeVallio. Have you two met?”
Liz struggled to keep her expression neutral. “Yes, we were introduced at the Sacramento show.” If you could call it an introduction.
Kurt cleared his throat. “I’ll go unload my gear and let you two get on with whatever you’re doing.” He threw Liz a veiled look. “Nice to see you again.”
She nodded, but said nothing as he sauntered away. Unbelievable! Of all the bad luck.
Eve’s voice brought Liz back to the business at hand.
“Did you see any mares you’re interested in?”
“Actually, I’m considering the gray Russian, and I love that white mare with the foal. Would you consider a package price?”
Eve grinned. “I’m in the horse business. Anything’s possible.”
On the drive home, Liz pondered the sticky turn of events.
I suppose Mr. Cowboy would have something to say about a lady vet working at Aliqua. His attitude concerning women had come across loud and clear at the show, but there’d been no hint of it there in the barn. He might have his opinions, but probably wouldn’t buck the boss. Eve didn’t appear to be a woman who would put up with chauvinistic behavior. Following that thought, Liz decided her biggest challenge would be to keep Kurt from influencing her.
A minute later, the prospect of new horses at Legacy sent a jolt of excitement through her. Muscala, the Russian mare, had never been shown. Eve had acquired her strictly for bloodlines. Fair Lady had been retired from showing years before, and enjoyed the pampered life of a top-producing broodmare. The only negative aspect of the deal was that Fair Lady’s beautiful filly foal was not part of it. Eve had adamantly refused to sell her.
Even without the baby, Liz’s “package deal” had ended up costing eighty thousand dollars–more than she’d anticipated, but a reasonable price for such excellent bloodstock. She knew she probably shouldn’t be dipping into the savings account, but she was beginning to have a much better feeling about the future. Once I have some cash flow, I can replace what I borrow.
The following morning, she returned to Aliqua to sign the sales contract and drop off a deposit check.
Eve smiled brightly as she handed over the paperwork.
“Congratulations, and welcome to the area. We’re about due for vaccinations and foal check-ups, so I’ll definitely be giving you a call.”
A cloak of security settled around Liz’s shoulders. Things were definitely looking brighter. Giddy thoughts filled her head as she took everything out to the truck. I can’t believe I actually own Fair Lady. She rolled down the window to release the heat in the cab, then headed toward the barn for one last peek at her fairy tale horse. At the door, she heard angry words echoing inside.
Kurt’s voice rang sharp with irritation. “I’m telling you, you’re making a mistake. That mare is one of the best horses you’ve got.”
Liz stood outside the door, not meaning to eavesdrop, but also reluctant to get involved in an argument that sounded as though it might concern her. Then her true feelings edged in. What she really didn’t want was to face Kurt again–an upsetting thought. Her career–no, her very existence–depended upon her profession. She could not afford to be distracted or deterred by anyone or anything.
She stepped inside the door, pausing for a minute to let her eyes adjust to the dim light. Kurt stood with his back to the door, Eve in front of him, her face flushed with anger.
Kurt’s voice rumbled. “And why you’d even consider selling her that–”
Eve spotted Liz, and quickly shook her head at him. An overly bright smile masked her ruddy face as she strode toward Liz.
“I’m going to turn Fair Lady and her baby out for awhile. Since you own her now, would you like to lead her? The baby will just follow...Oh!” She laughed. “I guess I don’t have to tell you that.”
From the corner of her eye, Liz saw Kurt move to the other side of the aisle. Her thoughts churned as she haltered Fair Lady, then led her out of the barn. Why is he being so standoffish? He didn’t even say hello. Recalling the heated argument she’d overheard, a chill ran across her neck. I wonder what that was all about.
From the murky depths of the stall, Kurt watched her, letting his gaze roam boldly over her body, licking his lips at the way her shirt caressed her breasts, then tapered softly into her trim waistband. His gaze drifted to her tight rear-end, and a stir moved beneath his belt buckle. What that woman does for blue jeans is a crime!
His delicious discomfort painted all sorts of erotic images into his brain. He remembered how good she’d felt in his arms, and he teased himself with the vision of seducing her on a bed of straw.
Exhaling sharply, he directed his thoughts back to his task. Not now. There’s only one thing I should be thinking about, and I don’t need any distractions. He watched Liz and the horses disappear through the barn door. Maybe later.
After returning home, Liz tried, without success, to figure out Kurt’s puzzling behavior. I guess I’m a little short in the experience-with-men department. She giggled out loud at the understatement. Who did she think she was kidding? Kurt DeVallio wasn’t like any man she’d ever met. Fascinating. A little frightening. His take-charge attitude irritated the hell out of her, but in spite of everything, she felt deeply attracted to him. And now I’ll have to work with him. Why can’t my life be simple?
She telephoned Aliqua later that evening.
“Hi, Eve. I forgot to ask you when I could pick up the mares.”
“I can’t let Fair Lady go until the filly is weaned, but you can pick up Muscala any time...Actually, I guess I could just have Kurt deliver her to you.”
Liz had conflicting emotions about the idea, and her heart skipped a beat.
“Okay, that’ll be fine. Let me know.”
If she had the chance to talk to him alone, he might act differently...maybe she’d even find out what the argument was about.
8
Eve stuck her head through the tack room door.
“When you’re finished there, come up to the office. I need to talk to you.”
Kurt nodded, then turned his attention back to a set of tangled reins. Yes, Ma’am! He clenched his jaw, resisting the urge to bark a retort that would get him into trouble.
I wonder what she wants now. He shook his head. Eve was a difficult woman to work for. Hell, any woman is difficult to work for. They throw their weight around, acting like men should agree with them just because they’re females.
Kurt’s attitude had gotten him into trouble before, but he’d come by it naturally. His father had immigrated to America as a young man to seek his fortune, bringing a timid new bride with him. Kurt and his three sisters had grown up under their father’s ruthless thumb, as the elder DeVallio had struggled to keep his neighborhood grocery store alive in an era of flourishing supermarkets and greater customer mobility. The deep cultural influences of Kurt’s old-country upbringing were firmly ingrained and, while some of his opinions reflected his father’s, modern times had tempered them somewhat.
Papa DeVallio had believed that women belonged at home, bearing the children and caring for the men–period. Kurt’s overbearing sisters had given him a small insight into what made women tick, but not enough to keep him out of trouble. He still firmly resisted being bossed around by any female.
Eve was hanging up the phone when Kurt came into the office. She glanced up and pointed to a chair by the desk.
“We need to talk about the next few shows.”
Kurt bristled, but sat down. He didn’t appreciate being told how to manage his show schedule. He’d been showing horses for a long time. Very successfully...until New Mexico.
He composed himself. “What’s up?”
His boss’s expression was one of guarded excitement.
“I have a buyer for Ebony. Billy Benton has made an offer...” She paused for effect. “A hundred-and-seventy-five thousand.”
Kurt whistled. “Holy Moley!”
Eve’s tone sobered. “But there’s a catch. The offer only stands if the horse wins the regional championship in San Francisco.”
Kurt’s eyes narrowed into slits. ”So? The horse is national material. What’s the problem?”
“You have to win. I need this deal, Kurt. Billy wants to show Ebony at the Nationals himself. I don’t have to tell you, a national championship and a major sale would put my breeding program on the map.” She looked directly into his eyes, her tone menacing. “I want to be on the map, and it’s your responsibility to see that it happens. You owe me.”
Rage billowed inside Kurt’s head. These damned rich owners! They think they can buy their wins, get what they want just by snapping their fingers. His gut instinct about the young stallion told him that the horse could win any competition he entered. Kurt just didn’t like being told that he had to do it.
Further infuriated by the prospect of turning over a “made horse” so that someone else could have the glory, Kurt felt like a prisoner. Worse, Eve was right...he did owe her. She’d hired him when no one else would take a chance. Sadness speared his heart. It hadn’t always been thus. There’d been a time when he’d been at the top, been in control, a time when.... By habit, he forced himself away from that line of thought.
Before he had time to say something he’d regret, Eve’s voice broke in.
“If you can pull this off, I’ll double your commission on the sale.”
Eve was talking about a lot of money. Enough money to round out a savings account sitting idly in New Mexico. Money he could earn by simply doing what he loved most.
He stood up, drenching her with his most dazzling smile.
“Consider it done.”
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Not-so-distant thunder grumbled through the quiet afternoon, and the atmosphere in the barn became expectantly still. Liz set the manure rake aside, and moved to the window. An ominous sky pressed down on the landscape, and strong gusts whipped a row of graceful cedars into a frenzied dance. As Nature played out its awe-inspiring scene, Liz suddenly had the feeling she wasn’t alone. Holding her breath, she turned slowly, and moved silently toward the stall door.
Directly across the aisle, Kurt lounged against the wall, his eyes twinkling, a dimple punctuating one corner of his smile. Liz’s heart banged against her ribs, a flood of anger spurring the crazy rhythm as she stormed out of the stall, and up to within a foot of his tall frame.
“Just what the hell do you think you’re doing, sneaking in here?”
He grinned and shrugged away from the wall.
“You look gorgeous when you’re mad.” He reached out, laying his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I started to say something, but you seemed so deep in thought, and you looked so pretty in there, shoveling that stuff...well, I just stood here and enjoyed the scenery.”
She stared at the man she’d been trying not to think about for the past three weeks. Her pulse slowed a little, but her knees felt weak. The warmth of his fingers seeped through her shirt, and she suddenly imagined how they would feel on her bare skin. Slipping from beneath his touch, she stepped back.
“What are you doing here?”
“I brought your mare over. Didn’t Eve call you?”
“Oh. Maybe she did. I’ve been out here most of the day.”
Her tension quickly faded, but she needed a minute to regroup. Without a word, she moved down the aisle to the wash rack. Kurt’s voice followed close behind her.
“Are you excited about your new mares?”
She rinsed her hands, and reached past him for a towel. “Oh, yes! I can hardly believe–”
Her breast touched his arm, sending electric shocks through her body. Embarrassed, she jumped back, chancing a quick look at his face. The fire smoldering in his dark eyes sent a river of warmth crawling between her thighs and confusion fluttering through her head.
His voice was husky. “I’d better go get that mare before the sky opens up.”
A second later, she exhaled and leaned her back against the wall, closing her eyes and willing her pounding heart to quiet. Outside, a trailer ramp clanged heavily into the gravel, followed by the sharp tap-dance of hooves. Rousing herself from the delicious cloud that enveloped her, she crossed the aisle to join Kurt and the gray mare. He handed her the lead rope, then gazed around appreciatively. “This is a nice little barn. Just right for a one-person enterprise.”
“Yes, it’s perfect. I need a streamlined operation when I’m busy with the clinic.” Hah! Right now, I could have forty stalls and still have time to take care of them. “Would you like a tour?”
His expression added subtle meaning to his response.
“Yeah. I’d like to see what else Legacy Arabians has to offer.”
His cunning smile sent shivers of excitement across her shoulders. His effect on her body was as disconcerting as his hold on her thoughts.
As they walked the aisle, she watched his reaction to each horse. Proud of her small herd, she delighted in showing off her horses to a professional trainer. A loud crack of thunder echoed through the barn, and lightning flashed its eerie light across the open door, just as Kurt stopped in front of Karma’s stall.
“Whoa! Who’s this? Did you show him at Sacramento?”
“Yes, indeed. He won the yearling stallion championship.” She grinned mischievously. “You’re telling me you don’t remember?”
A strange flicker moved across his features, then disappeared. He turned back to the stall, and leaned on the edge of the Dutch door. Karma immediately came over, and Kurt murmured something under his breath. The colt listened intently, his ears pricked forward, his eyes bright with interest.
Liz couldn’t hide her surprise. “I’m impressed. He usually stays in the farthest corner of his stall and has to be trapped before I can get a halter on him. It’s one of his little-boy games.”
A few minutes later, Kurt moved away from the stall, trying to keep his expression neutral.
“He’s an outstanding colt. What are your plans for him?”
His casual tone belied his churning thoughts. The horse could give Ebony a run for the money. My money, dammit! He hadn’t shown Ebony at Sacramento, so he hadn’t paid attention to that class–a poor move on his part. He didn’t like surprises.
He listened politely while Liz told him of her plans to use Karma as the herd sire when he matured. As she talked about her national show goals, a knot grew in his stomach. This is not good news.
He switched off the negative thoughts and smiled. “So, was that the full barn tour?”
She was openly pleased by his interest. “Well, I do have a unique feeding system, one of the main reasons I bought this place.” She nodded her head toward the far end of the barn. “C’mon, I’ll show you.”
The ingenuity of the barn builder showed in the carefully planned and well-organized feed room. Built-in grain bins with tight-fitting, hinged lids were situated against two walls.
Liz lifted a cover, and pointed inside. “Each one is lined with tin to keep rodents out.” She pointed toward the baseboards. “The builder even put a metal liner around the bottom of the walls. Pretty neat, huh?”
Kurt watched her mouth as she talked. His recent erotic thoughts lurked just beneath his consciousness, and the earlier accidental touch of her breast had stirred them up again. It required tremendous will power to keep himself from hauling her into his arms. Even in work-stained barn clothes, she was attractive. Her full lips were pink without the benefit of lipstick, and her blue eyes sparkled as she showed off the special features of the room. Another strong stir ran through his gut and, as she turned away, his gaze drifted to the front of her shirt. A second later, she turned back to say something, and he caught a tiny glimpse of pale skin above white lace, sending him over the edge. The woman has no idea how sexy she is.
Her foot rested on the bottom tread of a steep staircase that rose through a dark hole in the ceiling.
“The best part is up here.”
As he followed her into the dim hayloft, he couldn’t tear his attention from her tight butt. His breath quickened and his jeans strained against his arousal.
Liz pointed to the evenly spaced trap doors in the floor. “There’s a hatch over every stall. Takes me five minutes to throw hay into twelve stalls.”
She searched his face to see what he thought of the innovation. The desire in his eyes sent a jolt through her stomach, and her head suddenly swam with the erotic daydreams she’d enjoyed in that very hayloft, in the pile of straw directly behind her. She stared into Kurt’s eyes as he moved toward her. Anticipating what might happen next, her breath stilled. Lightning flared again through the window, sharpening every angle of his strong face and accentuating the electricity crackling between them.
In one swift move, he wrapped his arms around her, and pulled her close. She closed her eyes, feeling his heat, inhaling his unique scent. In all her fantasies, she’d fallen short of how wonderful he really felt. She slipped her arms around his back, her fingers traveling over the firm muscles beneath his shirt. She tipped her head back and shivered as his bristly moustache brushed against her skin and his lips caressed her neck. His arms vised her body, forcing her belly against his hardness.
His urgency jolted her from the euphoric state. My God! What am I thinking? She wrenched free, and stepped back. Her face burned and her breath came in short gasps.
Kurt lifted her hand to his mouth, and caressed her fingers with soft kisses that threatened to invade her resolve. A bold smile sharpened his handsome features.
“Come on, Liz. I know you’re attracted to me. Don’t play games.”
Mortified, and feeling vulnerable, she snatched her hand back. Outside, the storm unleashed its fury, and the hammering rain and her clattering pulse accompanied her brusque words.
“In your dreams! You don’t know anything about me. But I can tell you this. Mixing business with “games,” as you put it, doesn’t work, and I won’t jeopardize my business of caring for Eve’s horses.”
His expression showed that his boss hadn’t mentioned it. An instant later, his cocksure manner returned, and a sneer colored his words.
“We’ll see about that.”
His boots thumped as he stormed across the loft and disappeared down the stairs.
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Liz trembled with anger, but her skin still hummed from his touch. She closed her eyes and summoned Kurt’s face, wanting to relive the sensation of his breath against her neck, the feel of his body. She’d desperately wanted to step back into his arms and let go, wanted to sink into the fragrant straw and abandon herself to her fantasies.
She opened her eyes and shook off the visions. If she ever took that step, there’d be no one to blame but herself if she got burned. Can’t happen. My whole existence depends on proving myself and keeping my career on track. I can’t risk my future for a roll in the hay. She laughed out loud at the pun, and her spirits lifted a little as she descended to the main part of the barn. The thunderclouds had moved on, and the late afternoon sun slanted through the dripping trees that lined the front pasture. Kurt’s face wormed its way into her mind’s eye again. I have to stop this. I can’t afford to think about a relationship with him, no matter how sexy he is.
Contented animal sounds drifted from the stalls, a reminder of her beautiful horses. Pushing away thoughts of Kurt, she gazed around her small kingdom. This is the only love affair I need.
Kurt pulled the truck up in front of his quarters at Aliqua, and killed the engine. He stared thoughtfully across the pale green fields dappled with late afternoon sunlight. Crap! This is not going well. That colt of hers is really good. I’m gonna have to work my butt off to beat him.
Liz’s image danced into his thoughts. Desire still simmered in his belly, even though her revelation had ticked him off royally. That’s all I need...a hands-off policy on a woman who’ll be hanging around here all the time. His irritation grew. Eve had no business leaving him in the dark about any aspect of the barn. Changing vets on a whim? Just like a woman–they all stick together. He slid out of the truck, and slammed the door. Well, these two aren’t going to get in my way.
She listened to the steady drone of the dial tone. The call couldn’t be put off any longer. Doc mustn’t hear about her plans from someone else.
She flinched a little at his polite tone.
“Well, hello, Elizabeth. What can I do for you?”
“Hi, Doc. I just wanted to check in, see if anything’s going on that I need to know about.”
“Things are pretty quiet, now that calving and foaling season is over. It was pretty hectic there for awhile.”
Her courage faded. “Yeah.” Not that I had any part in the frenzy.
“Well, anything else? The wife just called me to dinner.”
She hesitated, tempted to put the conversation off until later. It wouldn’t be any easier. Swallowing hard, she plunged in.
“I’ve met with two farm owners, and they’ll probably use my–er, our services. I just wanted to let you know, in case they called the office.”
The old vet’s gravelly voice brightened. “Really? Who’d you meet?”
“Marilyn Cook and Eve Aliqua.”
“Hah! You can have Marilyn. What a pain in the neck she is! Eve Aliqua’s been a client for years, but I haven’t seen her horses in a long time.”
Liz’s brain numbed–maybe her plan wouldn’t work.
The old man’s tone became friendlier. “Well, good for you. You’ll probably get along better with the women-folk in these parts than I do. In fact, if you want to go through the files, you could pick out a few more, and just make ’em your own.”
Relief bloomed. “That’s a great idea. I’ll come by tomorrow.”
Doc’s voice softened a little. “You know, Elizabeth, I feel bad that the ranchers around here aren’t more receptive to you...I guess I can’t blame ’em, though. Their animals are their livelihood, and they just don’t want to take any chances on a newcomer. Maybe once you get going, get a reputation in these parts, things’ll change.”
Later that week, Eve called.
“I’ve decided to wean Fair Lady’s foal a little early. You can pick the mare up in two weeks. How does that sound?”
Liz made some quick calculations, not liking the results. In two weeks, the foal would be less than three months old.
“Sure, Eve, that’s fine with me. Mind if I ask why you’re weaning her so early?”
“Kurt wants to show her in the weanling class at Stockton next month. Are you going to that show?”
“No, I’m going to the show in Tahoe. I couldn’t manage both.”
Liz frowned. Weaning a foal early to take it to a show wasn’t good animal management. Mares naturally weaned their foals at about six months. Occasionally, for convenience, breeders made the separation at four months, but Eve’s reason wasn’t sound. Fair Lady would be a nervous wreck when Liz picked her up.
I’m glad I don’t have to deal with that poor little baby, crying for her mother and crashing around her lonely stall. I guess when breeders are only interested in money, they do things the way they want to, regardless of what’s best for the horses.
On Saturday morning, the telephone chimed, and Liz fumbled for it, her fingers not fully awake or functional.
Kurt’s soft voice came through the receiver like a caress.
“Good morning. Did I wake you?”
She squinted at the large six on the digital clock and groaned.
“Ah, yes, matter of fact.” Fully awake now, she felt her heart thudding beneath her silky nightgown. She rolled onto her back, then snuggled under the quilt, cradling the phone against her neck. “It’s all right. I’m usually up by now.”
“I wondered if you’d like to go out for dinner tonight. There’s a little rib joint here in El Dorado. The atmosphere’s kind of down homey, but the food’s great.”
She didn’t answer, torn between wanting to be with him again, and worrying that she’d get sidetracked from her goals if she let him into her life for even an instant.
“Liz? You there? It’s no big deal. We’ve sort of been at loggerheads, and I thought maybe we could spend some time together, so you can see that I don’t bite.”
An intriguing image of him, taking little bites out of her, sent a shiver of delight across her shoulders.
“What time?”
After hanging up, she slid farther down into her bed, thinking about an evening alone with the intriguing cowboy. I can handle this...I really can.
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Pete’s Barbeque was an interesting little hole-in-the-wall with sawdust on the floor, plank tables, and cheap plastic chairs. The heady aroma of an open fire mingled with that of juicy meat simmering in pungent barbecue sauce.
Kurt held Liz’s elbow, guiding her through the mob of customers to a table in the back. He glanced down at her as they walked, dazzled by how attractive she looked. The memory of someone from his past sent a stab of sadness through his heart, and he raised his defenses against the emotions threatening to intrude. He was playing with fire–he had a new job, a demanding boss, and some scores to settle. I can’t afford to get involved with anyone.
They settled at a table, and he furtively binged on the way her dark blue silk blouse clung to her, enhancing every feminine curve. A pulse of desire welled up deep inside, and he turned his attention to the menu, relieved that his arousal was hidden from view.
Through dinner, he talked about his early days showing horses, describing some of the blunders he’d made as a very young trainer. Liz laughed at his stories, and it pleased him that she’d relaxed. In the time he’d known her, he hadn’t seen her smile even once.
She laughed and dropped a rib bone onto the growing pile in front of her, then licked her fingers.
“What a delicious mess!”
He squirmed, watching her small pink tongue remove the last drop of barbeque sauce from her thumb. She’s oblivious to what she’s doing to me! Tender thoughts moved in. Untouched, modest, genuine. All the words that jumped to mind described the woman he watched through lowered lids. Like someone else in my life.
Liz sat back and smiled. “When I was a kid, my dad always took me to Louisville for ribs after a big win at the nationals.”
Kurt’s brain made a sudden connect. “You’re Ben Barnett’s daughter? I never made the connection. Now there was a horse trainer.”
A wistful smile shadowed her features. “Yes, I learned a lot from him.”
Kurt leaned across the table and gave her a teasing look.
“I guess I better worry about facing you in the ring.”
She giggled. “I hardly think so...I’m still pretty new at this.”
He sat back and narrowed his eyes. “We’ll be at the regional together...That should be interesting.”
He saw the apprehension move into her eyes. He wouldn’t need to worry about her skill as a trainer...before they competed against each other at a show, he’d make damned sure she was a nervous wreck.
Though the hour was late, the evening air remained warm. The scent of jasmine drifted through the open windows as the truck wound along the curved highway toward Placerville. Kurt was quiet, apparently lost in his own thoughts, and Liz felt content to gaze out the window at the blue-black sky peppered with stars. A large, yellow half-moon hung just at the top of the hills to the east.
Kurt’s hand slipped onto her knee and she smiled, relishing the warmth and soft pressure of his fingers, and the prickles of excitement that rushed up her thighs. She placed her own hand over his, and they traveled through the night in comfortable silence.
Kurt’s banter during dinner had been about his career, but he’d revealed little about his personal life. Finally, Liz’s curiosity got the best of her.
“Where did you work before you came to Aliqua?”
He glanced at her, his expression suddenly wary. “A farm in New Mexico.”
“Why did you leave there, and come to work for Aliqua?”
He didn’t say anything for a few moments, then shrugged.
“Simple. Better horses. Better pay. More responsibility.”
“Eve has wonderful horses. You must be thrilled to be working with them.”
“Yeah. Poor old Eve’s been struggling for a long time to make a name for herself, but just hasn’t been able to pull it off.”
Liz patted his hand. “That must be why she hired you.”
Scorn edged his reply. “I guess.”
Suddenly, his head snapped forward, his attention riveted on the horizon. “Oh, God.”
Liz followed his gaze. The night sky over Placerville was filled with an eerie, pale-orange glow.
Kurt pushed the gas pedal flat against the floorboard, his expression grim as he navigated the narrow highway toward the light. Liz held her breath as they came into the outskirts of town, wondering what nightmare awaited them. As they rolled through the deserted streets, her heart moved into her throat. The glow had changed to deep orange with a halo of dark yellow, and the odor of burning wood lay heavily on the night air. Kurt turned the truck into the dirt lane that led to Marilyn Cook’s farm, and Liz shut her eyes tightly, fighting the wave of fear that threatened to overpower her.
The equipment shed behind the barn was engulfed in flames. Against the orange blaze that roared through the small building, Liz saw the black silhouette of a tractor. She gasped as her attention snapped to a corner of the horse barn, where flames worked their way along the edge of the roof.
The truck slammed to a stop, and Kurt hit the ground at a dead run. Liz jumped down, and started after him, praying there would be enough time to get the horses out before tons of hay in the loft exploded into flames. A pumper truck was on the scene, and firemen were frantically hauling a huge siphon hose down to the pond below the house. Two sheriff’s cars were there, and several people stood around watching the frightening spectacle.
Liz sprinted toward the barn doors and into darkness that echoed with the terrified cries of the horses. The smoke was beginning to filter in, and breathing would be impossible in another few minutes. She stopped for a second, looked around to get her bearings, then dashed over to the wash rack. A stack of towels caught her eye. She tied one around her face, bandit-style to cover her nose and mouth, then snatched up another, and headed for the nearest stall.
The frightened neighs tore at her sanity, echoes of another fire in the past. Please, please, let us get them all. Grabbing a halter and lead rope from a hook on the stall door, she entered. The animal inside cowered in the corner, eyes wild with terror. Liz quickly slipped the halter over the horse’s head, then wrapped the towel around its face.
Kurt came running into the barn as she emerged from the stall with the struggling horse.
“Take them down by the pond,” he shouted over the din. “It’s fenced!”
He disappeared into the dark recesses of the barn. Two men came running up to help.
“Halters are hanging next to the doors!” she shouted. “Try to cover their eyes with something!”
The horse beside her pulled and reared, trying to turn back. Yanking hard on the lead rope, she brought him back to all fours, then started down the slope toward the pond. The terrified animal fought her, crazed by his strong instinct to get back to the only safe place he knew–his stall.
A few minutes later, Liz released the horse into the small pasture, turned, and sprinted back up the hill. Fire-hoses pumped long jets of water over the barn roof, the fire fighters desperately trying to smother the flames before the hay ignited. From the corner of her eye, Liz saw a figure standing next to the house. Marilyn stood like a statue, huddled in her robe and slippers, her arms hugged tightly against her body, her gaze glued to the inferno. What’s wrong with her? Why is she just standing there?
Kurt ran past, leading two horses toward the pond. Another man followed close behind, trying to control a young horse that reared and bucked at every step. Liz refocused on the emergency and did a mental head count. Three more and we’ve made it. She dashed back into the murky depths of the barn. The old mare–Miss Marcy–where’s her stall? Liz stopped a second to let her eyes
adjust to the darkness, then headed toward the far corner.
The elderly mare whinnied loudly as Liz opened the stall door. The horse weaved back and forth, her eyes dark with terror, her nostrils flared, as she fought to breathe in the acrid atmosphere.
“Easy, Girl. It’s okay.”
Talking constantly to the mare, Liz tied the blindfold. A loud crack overhead startled them both. The fire had reached the hayloft, and tiny snake-tongues of flame licked between the boards above the stall, intent on eating their way through. Smoke filtered through every crack and knothole, the wisps swirling in elegant, deadly patterns against the ceiling, waiting for a gust of air to carry them downward to snuff out their victims.
Liz’s eyes burned and tears streamed down her face as she led the mare out of the stall. Two more and we’ll be okay.
One of the other men suddenly appeared, and Liz thrust Marcy’s lead-rope at him.
“Here, take her down. I’ll get the other two.”
The old mare obediently followed the tug of the lead-rope and left the barn. Liz tried to figure out how to get the last two horses out of the barn at the same time. Kurt materialized out of the smoke and grabbed a halter. He looked up at the flames dancing across the ceiling of Miss Marcy’s stall, and threw Liz a grim look.
“Hurry!”
As she pulled the horse out of the stall, a deafening noise like a freight train roared through the building. The hay in the loft exploded, and the already-scorched and brittle wood splintered. The ceiling in the corner disintegrated, and the animal reared, squealing with terror. Liz squeezed her eyes against the thick smoke, tears pouring down her cheeks. Voices shouted from outside, urging her to run. Another explosion, and the ceiling directly overhead started to groan. Liz frantically pulled on the rope, but the terrified animal wouldn’t budge.
Suddenly, a blast of icy-cold water hit her, and the tension in the lead-rope relaxed. Spinning around to look, she saw that the horse had also been drenched, and the shock of the water had momentarily distracted him. She started to run, the horse right behind her. As she leapt through the door, another loud explosion sent debris slamming into her back.
The dazed horse followed Liz down the hill. When she reached the gate, Kurt stepped forward to help her.
His voice was tight. “I think we got ’em all. I count nine. Is that right?”
She nodded numbly. Adrenaline crashed through her system, her breath came in ragged snatches, and hot tears burned her cheeks. Without a word, Kurt reached out, and pulled her to him. Two hearts thundered against each other, separated only by heaving rib cages. In the safety of his arms, the terror of the ordeal began to fade.
A moment later, the horse at the end of the lead-rope nickered, and Liz smiled foolishly. Kurt wiped the tears from her face, a tender look passing over his features, and Liz’s pulse jumped at the tiny glimpse of the real man inside “Kurt DeVallio–Tough Guy.”
As she reached for the gate, a flash of red caught her eye. A long gash angled across the animal’s shoulder, the edges of the wound filled with splinters of wood. Blood ran steadily down his foreleg.
“He must have been hit by flying wood in that last blast. I need to clean him up and take a look. See if the firetruck has a first-aid kit.”
While she waited, Liz inspected the injury, a superficial laceration that wouldn’t require stitching. She pressed her fingers firmly over the area that bled the hardest. Within minutes, the rivulets slowed, then stopped. Kurt returned, lugging a large, red box. He dropped it on the ground, exhaling sharply. A moment later, she brandished a bottle of sterile water.
“You’ll need to hold him. He won’t like this.”
Kurt stepped up to the horse’s head and murmured something as he grasped the halter. The animal’s body relaxed, and Liz started cleansing the wound, a part of her brain focused on Kurt’s magic.
Thirty minutes later, the injured horse was inside the pasture, quietly grazing with his herd mates, the nightmare forgotten. Liz dropped onto the grass, her knees finally too weak to hold her up any longer. Kurt eased down beside her, and slipped his arm around her shoulders.
In somber silence, they watched the old barn burn to the ground.
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By the time Liz and Kurt trudged up the hill, the firemen had rolled up the hoses, and were peeling off their heavy suits. The sodden, smoldering ruins permeated the air with an acrid odor. Liz walked toward the spot where Marilyn sat on the ground, her back against the house.
Squatting down, Liz lightly touched her arm. “Marilyn, let’s go inside.”
The old woman slowly turned her head, following the sound of Liz’s voice and trying to focus vacant eyes. Her lips moved, but no words came out. She tried again, her voice but a whisper.
“It’s gone.”
Liz felt deep sympathy for the poor soul who’d just lost so much, but seconds later, a positive attitude tempered Liz’s pity. It could have been worse–at least we saved the horses.
When Marilyn was inside and settled into her chair, Liz moved into the kitchen to make some tea, staring with distaste at the sink piled with dirty dishes filled with scummy water and moldy bits of food. As she poked through cupboards looking for a kettle, Marilyn’s rocky condition worried her. She might be in mild shock, or need to be hospitalized. I’ll have to watch her closely for a while. Reaching into a small cupboard to retrieve a teakettle, Liz spotted a small glass vial and metal box. She threw a quick look toward the sitting room, then picked up the vial. A second later, she understood Marilyn’s confused state. Insulin. She’s diabetic.
The labor of the night’s drama screamed through every aching muscle, as Liz washed the greasy, black soot from her hands and arms. Her thoughts returned to the fire. How did it start? And how did it get so far out of hand before the fire department showed up?
Kurt appeared beside her. “Find a kettle?”
She nodded. It felt so good to have him near. She resisted the powerful urge to lean against him and close her eyes for just a minute. Glancing toward the sitting room, she lowered her voice.
“How do you think the fire started?”
Kurt shook his head. “I dunno. Maybe smoker’s carelessness.”
“But, Kurt, the woman’s been in the business for years. Surely she wouldn’t smoke in the barn!”
He shrugged. “Folks get worn out in this rat-race, get careless. I really don’t know much about her.”
Liz remained silent, unable to deal with the notion of setting one’s own barn on fire.
A few minutes later, Marilyn sipped the tea, but still seemed dazed. Liz grasped her arm.
“Marilyn, do you need your insulin?”
The woman looked baffled, then shook her head and spoke haltingly.
“No...I took my shot at dinnertime...I’m just tired.”
Liz rose from the couch, motioning for Kurt to follow her to the kitchen.
“I think I’d better stay with her the rest of the night. She’s diabetic, and seems a little shocky. If she needs medical attention, someone should be here to take her to the hospital.”
“I’ll stay, too. You might need help.”
She searched his face, warming to the sincerity written on his weary features. Gratitude swelled in her chest, followed by another unfamiliar feeling where Kurt was concerned–trust.
Marilyn finally drifted into a deep sleep, and Kurt went down to the pond pasture to check on the horses, leaving Liz alone with her thoughts. She was sticky and dirty, but didn’t have the strength to let it bother her. Leaning her head back on the couch, her heavy, burning eyelids closed. Immediately, against the dark backdrop of her brain, flames licked around the corners of the barn and into stalls filled with screaming horses. Her eyes flew open, her heart thundering. How many times will I have to live this night again?
As the urgency of the disaster began to fade, her thoughts centered on the teamwork she and Kurt had shared in order to save nine horses from death. Kurt had plunged into the dangerous situation without hesitation, confident of his skill in getting the terrified animals to obey him.
Her own courage had been bolstered by his presence, and the certainty that he would help her if she needed him. The memory of his protective, tender embrace warmed her heart. There’s a lot more to this man than he wants me to see.
Kurt returned, and settled down next to her, intruding on her musings and bringing her back to the reality of the present.
“The horses are fine for tonight. I’ll pick up some feed and hay in the morning.” His gaze drifted to Marilyn’s sleeping figure. “I wonder what she’ll do with ’em, now that she doesn’t have a barn.”
Liz’s analytical mind switched on. “That’s a legitimate question. Nine horses can’t live in that tiny pond pasture for more than a day or two. We can talk to her when she wakes up, see what she wants to do.” She thought for a minute. “I have two empty stalls in the barn, and my run-in shed is pretty large, but I don’t have room for all of them. Could you take a couple back to Aliqua?”
He shook his head. “I doubt that Eve would be agreeable. She and Marilyn have never gotten along.”
Liz bristled. “Well, this isn’t exactly a social event we’re talking about! Doesn’t she have any feelings for other people?”
Kurt’s crooked smile emphasized his words. “Not much, Lovey. She’s a one-woman woman.”
Liz fumed for a minute, then decided not to waste time and energy thinking about Eve Aliqua.
“I’ll call Colleen. Fairhill might have some room.”
As she outlined a plan from beginning to end, she was aware of Kurt’s indulgent smile. A minute later, he slipped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close, resting his cheek on top of her head.
“You are somethin’, you know that?”
She laid her head on his shoulder, loving the protective feel of his arm, the soft pressure of his face against her hair, his heart beating strong and steady beneath his shirt. They cuddled quietly for a few minutes, then Kurt lifted her chin and gazed at her without speaking. She looked into his eyes, saw the desire, and spiraled into a whirlpool of her own longing. The spin ended as his lips covered hers, melting her against his body and capturing her in the kiss she’d dreamed about for so long.
When their lips parted, a flash of courage surprised her.
“You’re not too bad yourself,” she whispered, breathless from the sexual energy coursing through her body. “I think we’re pretty good together.”
Kurt pulled her closer, his hand quickly moving to her breast, his voice husky with need.
“Let’s find out.”
Marilyn sat straight up in her recliner.
“What’s goin’ on? What’re you doin’ here?”
Liz leapt up from the couch, embarrassed at having been caught in Kurt’s arms, and struggling to control the emotions raging through her head.
She moved to the chair. “How are you feeling?”
Marilyn looked confused, then indignant. “I’m fine. Now, what the hell are you doin’ here?”
Liz laid her hand lightly on the woman’s arm. “Do you remember the fire?”
A brief silence, then recognition flashed across Marilyn’s lined face. Her worn features crumpled with the reality that the fire hadn’t been a bad dream. She started to weep and keen, rocking back and forth in her dingy chair. Liz felt helpless, watching pain rack the old woman’s body and mind.
Marilyn’s tears finally subsided, and she turned her misery-ravaged gaze toward Kurt. “Are they all gone?”
“No, they’re all okay. We put them down by the pond.”
The old woman began to weep again, this time, with relief.
After about an hour, Marilyn had regained her composure. Liz took charge and the conversation turned to the fate of the horses.
“I can take three or four to my place. We’ll find temporary homes for the rest while you rebuild the barn.”
Marilyn’s red eyes brimmed with tears again. “I can’t rebuild. I don’t have no insurance...I couldn’t pay the premiums.”
Kurt hadn’t said much, but now he spoke up.
“How about we get them settled somewhere, then help you sell them?”
Marilyn looked defeated. “Yeah, I guess that’d be okay. I really can’t take care of ’em anymore. I’m too old, and I can’t afford their upkeep. Sellin’ ’em’s the best thing to do.”
The outlines of the trees were barely visible against the dawn sky when Kurt and Liz silently climbed into the truck. As they headed down the lane, Liz looked back once more at the blackened rubble, and shuddered.
Kurt remained quiet during the drive. Liz glanced at him several times, wondering what he was thinking. Her own thoughts were filled with the embrace on the couch. God, I have never felt so wonderful in my life! The skin on her breast tightened with the memory of his caress, and she felt a stir deep inside. Her breath quickened. In moments, they’d be able to pick up where they’d left off.
The truck eased to a stop by her back door.
Kurt’s expression was serious. “Listen, I’m sorry about last night. I got a little carried away–tired from all the excitement, I guess.” He hesitated. “Truth is, I just don’t have any room in my life for a relationship. You really turn me on, but as you pointed out, we shouldn’t mix business with our personal lives.”
The words stung like a slap, and Liz’s thoughts hardened. You arrogant son-of-a-bitch! Without a word, she opened the door, and jumped to the ground.
His voice followed her. “I’ll probably see you around.”
Looking back at him, she saw a hint of sadness cross his features. Her heart bumped painfully, but her voice was without emotion.
“Not if I can help it.”
Kurt drove through the early morning mist, a cold lump in the pit of his stomach. Liz Barnett had wormed her way into his life, and he’d found himself thinking of her as the most fascinating women he’d ever met. She always seemed to be in control of what she wanted. Smart. Professional. Successful. Sexy. He wanted to be with her in the worst way, but now she’d be the Aliqua vet, and she owned a colt that might derail his own plans. He had to consider her as nothing more than competition in the show ring.
As he watched the narrow road ahead, her face floated through his thoughts, the taste of her willing mouth still on his lips, the memory of her firm breast beneath his hand. The jarring events of the previous six hours had shown Liz’s courage in the face of danger, and it was proving to be even more exciting than her physical appeal. Her self-confidence gave her the strength to take charge when needed. He cringed, recalling what a jerk he’d been the morning they’d met in the stall. It had only taken her a moment to put him in his place. And I’ve been right there ever since.
He slipped back into the memory of their embrace on Marilyn’s couch. What was I thinking, kissing her like that? Taking a deep breath, he shook off the thoughts and switched on the radio. The country-western strains of “Achy, Breaky Heart” drifted through the cab, a fitting tribute to his life.
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Liz was trembling by the time she reached her bedroom. A rush of emotional choices swept through her: cry, scream, throw something. She stood beneath the pounding heat of the shower, hugging her arms tightly, fighting the urge to let herself go. The silky water flowed down her shoulders and over her breasts, a sensuous reminder of Kurt’s intimate caress. She’d wanted him, desperately wanted him, but bad timing had interfered, and he’d panicked. Now, her own fear loomed as a reminder of her vulnerability.
Twenty minutes later, she fell into a deep sleep, free of the filthy reminders of the night, but not the pain. When she awoke, the bright sunlight streaming through the window confused her. Immediately, the inferno burned its way into her conscious, a memory of the living nightmare. She slid out of bed, her body protesting as painful muscles begged her to crawl back under the covers.
Lulled by the gurgle-hiss-plunk of the coffeepot, she thought about Kurt: his confidence during the fire, the tender moment on Marilyn’s couch. These facets made him seem real and vulnerable, even likeable. His awkward apology had embarrassed her at the time, but now it simply puzzled her. I can accept the business-pleasure conflict, but what’s really bothering him?
A minute later, she knew she couldn’t spend any more emotional energy on it. She had to concentrate on her own, very real problems–which now included the fate of nine horses.
She slipped on her boots, then headed up the drive toward the barn, her brain replaying the horror of the fire. She tried to block out the image, unable to even think about a disaster in her own barn. A second later, her mood lightened as heads appeared over stall doors and eager whinnies warmed her heart.
Dishing out the morning grain, she mentally reorganized the stalls. Miss Marcy will definitely be in the barn. At her age, she deserves all the comfort she can get.
Muscala stared at Liz from the back of the stall.
“Hi, Sweetie. Ready for breakfast?”
As Liz opened the latch, the gray mare abruptly turned away, retreating to the farthest corner of the stall, and swinging her rump toward her owner.
“Hey! That’s not very nice.”
Surprised by the display of bad attitude, Liz hesitated outside the door and watched the horse for a minute, then slipped in, and poured grain into the feed tub. Something about Muscala’s bearing put Liz on edge. I hope it’s just the new surroundings, or her pregnancy. I’d better keep an eye on her.
Colleen gasped several times as Liz related the saga of the fire.
“If we’d been thirty minutes later...” She stopped, unable to think about the consequences of bad timing. “Colleen, do you have room for a couple of extra horses until we find buyers for them?”
“We have four empty stalls right now. I’ll ask Effie, and call ya back.”
Liz hung up, and did the math. Three horses would have to stay outside, but that wouldn’t be a problem. The weather was good, and the run-in shed would provide some protection if they needed it. She sighed deeply. Five extra horses would put a strain on her, especially with Fair Lady arriving the following week, and a horse show at the end of the month. Well, can’t be helped. I’ll just have to deal with it.
As she approached the dirt lane to Marilyn’s farm, Liz felt a rush of anxiety. Rounding the curve, she choked back the hard lump that rose in her throat as the black pile of cold rubble came into view.
She knocked on the door, then pushed it open, calling out. Marilyn’s voice answered from somewhere at the back of the house. Liz stood awkwardly in the middle of the room where she’d spent the better part of the night. She looked everywhere but at the couch where she and Kurt had shared their tender moment. One of the cats rubbed against her leg and mewed pitifully.
Marilyn appeared, waving a cigarette. “These cats are drivin’ me crazy.”
Liz got right down to business. “I’ve made room at my place for five of your horses, and Colleen at Fairhill will take four. They’ll be well cared for until we can find buyers for them. How does that sound?”
Marilyn stubbed out the cigarette, and threw Liz a withering look. “That sounds just dandy. What do you want me to do? Applaud?”
Liz’s anger rose quickly. “Hold on just a minute. I don’t think you fully understand your situation. The horses can’t live on their own, and you said yourself that you couldn’t take care of them any more. I thought we agreed about what needs to be done.”
Marilyn’s face crumpled, and she slumped into one of the kitchen chairs.
“I know. I’m sorry. I can’t believe this is happening. My life has been just one big downhill slide.”
Willing away her anger, Liz picked up the dish of cat-food that Marilyn had filled, and placed it on the floor.
“I know it’s been horrible, but we need to think about the horses. And you. I can pick them up tomorrow afternoon, and then you can concentrate on whatever you have to do about the barn.”
The old woman nodded in defeat. She lit another cigarette, and inhaled deeply.
“Sorry. I just need time to get adjusted.”
Liz headed toward the door. “I’m going to check on the horses.”
Walking briskly down the hill toward the pond, her anger faded as nine heads swung toward her. Miss Marcy offered a long greeting, then returned to her patch of grass. Liz smiled wryly. At least someone appreciates my efforts.
Kurt had already been there. A large bale of hay lay open, and the horses had scattered most of it over the ground. She located the horse with the wound, and examined her work of the night before. Looks pretty good, but twenty-four hours will tell the tale. Holding the horse’s halter tightly, she injected an antibiotic into the soft flesh at the base of his neck. That should do it, but I’d better ask about tetanus shots. Marilyn’s lax barn maintenance probably also meant that vaccinations weren’t up to date. One more thing to worry about.
Marilyn came out of the house as Liz climbed into the truck.
“Liz, I’m really sorry about the way I acted. I do appreciate everything you’re doing for me...I’ll help...I promise.”
“Good. That’ll make things easier.” Liz hesitated, considering what she wanted to say. “Marilyn, were you smoking in the barn yesterday?”
The woman looked stunned. “Are you kidding? Do you think I’m an idiot?”
“No, I don’t...but, something started the fire. When were you out there last?”
Marilyn thought for a moment. “I fed around six o’clock.” Suddenly, her eyes narrowed and her voice became hard. “I had a guy working on the tractor out in the shed. He didn’t leave until after dark.”
Liz climbed into her truck. “You’d better call the fire marshal, and give him that information.”
That evening, Kurt phoned, and Liz took the call cautiously, not eager for another disastrous conversation.
His voice sounded subdued. “I was wondering if you need any help collecting those horses.”
Her first impulse was to say yes, just to see if anything had changed, then self-preservation kicked in.
“No, I can handle it. I have a large trailer, and Colleen is taking the rest. But, thanks anyway.”
There seemed to be nothing more to say, and the line remained silent for a very long moment.
Kurt spoke first. “Liz, about what I said last–”
“No, Kurt. Don’t say anything more. You’ve let me know how you feel. Let’s leave it at that.”
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Liz’s new charges settled in comfortably over the next few days. Except Miss Marcy. The poor old girl weaved back and forth at the stall door, confused at being uprooted from her familiar surroundings, and loudly whinnying her distress to anyone who’d listen. The plight of the elderly mare touched Liz’s heart. How well she knew the feelings of isolation and loneliness. Her head danced with images of home, and sadness filled her thoughts. Would she find peace and happiness here in the rough grandeur of California? Would she ever find common ground with the ranchers and farmers that called this place home? And how long would it be before she’d have answers to those questions?
The fire and its aftermath had consumed several days, putting Liz behind in her training schedule and her plans to call on potential clients. For the next week, she pushed her timetable, working horses from sunrise until two o’clock, then spending the rest of the afternoon trying to set up appointments. Besides advancing toward her goals, the rigorous schedule also kept her mind busy and away from thoughts of Kurt.
The afternoon temperature had spiked, and the large chestnut horse sweated heavily, white froth accumulating on his neck where the reins touched. Kurt took another turn around the practice ring. Why Eve wanted to put the mediocre gelding into the country pleasure class was a mystery–the horse was anything but a pleasure to ride. The animal stopped and pawed the ground impatiently. Kurt’s own patience evaporated into the hot, heavy air. Nudging the horse forward, he started back to the barn, catching sight of his boss headed in the same direction. Oh, great, now what does she want?
He rode into the cool interior of the barn, and dismounted.
Eve’s tone was light. “How’d he do?”
“Okay, I guess. I just don’t think he’s saddle horse material. I’ve already told you that. You’d better not count on any great wins with him at this show.”
He began toweling the sweat from the horse’s neck.
Eve stepped up close, placing her hand on his arm. “Kurt? What’s wrong? You’ve been so cranky late–”
He stepped away from her touch, his tone sharp.
“I’m just trying to get into the swing of things. It’s show season, and that’s what I’m here to do. Show your horses. Right?”
He gave her a hard look. Her pale skin colored slightly, and a flash of anger momentarily sharpened her green eyes. Just as quickly, it disappeared and she smiled sweetly.
“Of course it is. And I know you’ll do a fabulous job. You’re the best.”
“Sorry. I’m always edgy during show season.”
Eve gently stroked the gelding’s face. “I really love this horse. He was one of my first foals. Are you sure he’s not show material?”
Kurt picked up a brush. “I think he’d make a great driving horse. His conformation is correct, and he has a nice way of going, but a saddle horse he isn’t.”
She gave the gelding a motherly pat on the shoulder. “Then you just turn him into a driving horse, and we’ll scratch him from the riding classes.”
“Okey-dokey.” Kurt unsnapped the crossties. “C’mon, Bud. You just got a reprieve.”
As he led the horse away, Eve’s voice drifted after him.
“Oh, by the way, you’ll need to stick around Monday morning. Liz Barnett is picking up Fair Lady about ten.”
He slammed the stall door. Like Hell! Monday’s my day off. I’m not hanging around here to baby-sit these women. Liz can load the horse by herself. She sure didn’t need my help collecting Marilyn’s horses. His bruised ego shouldered its way into his thoughts, expanding his irritation. Liz’s brush-off had been uncalled for–he’d only been trying to help.
Shrugging off his self-indulgent thoughts, he started after Eve, his long legs quickly closing the distance between them.
“I need my days off to take care of my personal affairs. That Barnett woman has been in the horse business a long time. She can manage the mare by herself.”
Eve stopped abruptly, and turned, a frown knitting her pale eyebrows together.
“You know my policy. I always have the trainer present when a horse is delivered. She’ll be here early, then you’ll have the rest of the day to yourself.”
Kurt glowered at the small figure. God, he hated being controlled, especially by a woman. Irritation crawled over his neck, and he fought to suppress his aggression. Eve wrote the paychecks, and he couldn’t afford to be on her bad side.
“Okay, but I wish you’d–” Her challenging look stopped him in mid-sentence. “Never mind.”
“How would you know she’s been in the horse business a long time?”
He swallowed, perturbed by the direction the conversation had taken.
“I heard she’s Ben Barnett’s daughter, and she’s been around horses all her life. Plus being the new vet in town.” He narrowed his eyes and gave his boss a meaningful look. “Our new vet, I’ve just learned.”
Eve didn’t take up the gauntlet. A second later, she changed the subject again.
“Did you hear about the fire at Marilyn Cook’s?”
Kurt struggled to keep his expression neutral. Did she know about his involvement in the disaster?
“Yeah, I heard all the horses were saved. Pretty lucky, huh?”
She nodded slowly. “Yes. That’s lucky.”
She gave him one more thoughtful look, then headed toward the house, leaving him to wonder.
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Early on Monday, Kurt prepared Fair Lady for the trip to Legacy, still irritated about wasting part of his precious day-off coddling Eve’s ego. Show season was unbelievably hectic, and there were times when Mondays were his only chance to catch up on sleep, a commodity in short supply at a horse show.
Fair Lady stood quietly in the crossties while he brushed her with firm, practiced strokes that brought up the highlights of her white coat, the rhythmic movement soothing his own unsettled thoughts. The mare turned her head, and nuzzled his shoulder gently, chuckling deep in her throat. He smoothed his hand across her shoulder and thought about the past.
His father had always teased him about his “magic” with horses. Kurt never thought of it as magic, rather as an invisible bond he made with the creatures. Even when he’d been a young boy, the large, flighty animals had always responded to his touch as though they were kindred spirits. He’d never wanted to do anything with his life but work with horses, and those dreams had been a reality until New Mexico. The only time I ever allowed my personal life to interfere with my work.
Disturbed by the intrusion of old memories, he turned his attention to what still needed to be done before Liz arrived. Earlier, he’d prepared a stall at the back of the barn, where the soon-to-be-weanling would be held while her dam was loaded onto the trailer. He gazed down at the tiny, frisky baby playing peek-a-boo through her mother’s long, silvery tail, oblivious to the imminent disruption of her world. He didn’t approve of Eve’s abrupt method of weaning, but she’d been determined that he would show the foal at the Stockton show in two weeks. And Eve always got her way.
Draping his lean body over the stall door, he watched the two horses share their last hours together. Unbidden, thoughts of Liz crept into his head–how she tasted, the feel of her skin, the scent of her hair. A sharp rush of desire ran through him. The woman was irresistible, and he wanted another chance to hold her in his arms.
Exhaling slowly, he recognized his choices: stay on track to pursue his independence, or take a chance on a serious relationship with Liz.
Liz’s truck moved slowly along the winding highway, as she checked the trailer in the rear view mirror. Giddy excitement rippled through her stomach at the prospect of having Fair Lady all to herself, despite the fact that the next few days would be difficult for both of them. She’d prepared the stall next to Muscala, thinking familiar company might keep the mother’s mind off her baby. Hopefully, the arrangement would also help Muscala’s attitude, a situation that deeply concerned Liz.
She pulled up in front of Fairhill, and Colleen climbed into the truck, grinning brightly.
“Ain’t this fun? I’ve been lookin’ forward to it all weekend.”
Liz smiled grimly. “It might not be as much fun as you think. I didn’t tell you that Eve is weaning Fair Lady’s filly today. We’ll have a hysterical mommy on our hands.”
“Today? Good grief! Well, I guess selling the mare off is one way to separate ’em.”
“That’s not the worst of it. The filly’s not even three months old, and Kurt’s taking her to a show in two weeks.”
Indignation tightened Colleen’s features. “You have to be kidding!”
“I wish I were.”
Fifteen minutes later, Liz parked the rig next to the Aliqua barn. Following Eve down the aisle, Liz suppressed a grin, noticing Colleen’s unabashed scrutiny of the elegant interior. Horse owners with lots of money turned their barns into elegant showplaces, a practice that seemed silly to ordinary horse-folk. But who knew what drove these people? For sure, the horses didn’t care whether they had chandeliers in the barn.
“Mornin’, Liz. Your mare’s ready to load.”
The familiar voice sent a collection of butterflies through her stomach. Kurt’s manner was wary, and Eve peered at him intently, as though trying to read his mind.
Liz’s voice felt wooden. “Thanks.”
Eve excused herself and hurried off to collect the paperwork from the office. Kurt turned to Colleen, making small talk and carefully avoiding eye contact with Liz. Alone with her thoughts, she moved to Fair Lady’s stall, and watched the tiny filly nurse. Images of the little creature’s impending terror and confusion sent a painful ache through her chest.
A moment later, a musky scent caused an eddy of excitement in the pit of her stomach. Kurt stood next to her, his arm lightly touching hers, his warmth seeping through her sleeve.
He gazed at the mare and foal, his voice soft and husky. “Seems like a shame to break up such a beautiful pair, doesn’t it?”
Liz looked up at him, confused by the tone of his voice and the compassion on his strong face. If it’s such a shame, why is he determined to show her so soon? It’s all a charade. He couldn’t care less about this baby. She moved away from him without answering.
Eve returned, waving a sheaf of papers in the air. Liz took them, and walked out to the truck, trying to sort out her conflicting thoughts. Her brain had already firmly imprinted the way Kurt’s arms felt, so her body tingled from his brief nearness. However, those feelings had nothing to do with her opinion of him as a horseman, and his blatant disregard for the foal’s mental well-being.
She dropped the trailer ramp, checked inside, then held her breath and watched the barn door. Within seconds, terrified squeals rang out from inside the barn, and Kurt emerged, his eyes dark, his features rigid. Fair Lady danced alongside him, twisting her head back, trying to see her baby.
Once inside the trailer, the agitated mare called out, answering each cry from her terrified foal. The pitch of the abandoned filly’s screams was heartbreaking. Liz looked at Colleen, whose face reflected her utter contempt for the situation.
Eve saw the exchanged looks, and spoke up, her tone menacingly sweet. “Is something wrong?”
Liz hesitated. Should I stand up for what I believe? If I’m going to care for her horses, she needs to know how I feel. Briefly, the fear of messing up a chance to have Aliqua’s business immobilized her. A second later, the paralysis disappeared, and Liz’s professional integrity prevailed.
“I just think she’s too young to wean.”
Eve’s eyes narrowed, and she stepped closer.
“Oh, really? And just what makes you such an expert on weaning?”
The woman’s face had taken on an ugly red flush, giving her green eyes an otherworldly appearance. Liz hesitated, then tilted her head and looked directly at her challenger.
“In addition to being a vet, I’ve been the breeding manager for a large Thoroughbred farm in Kentucky, and I grew up on a breeding farm.”
A heavy silence hung between them, but the atmosphere around them was filled with the cacophony of the filly’s frantic cries and Fair Lady’s hysterical answers.
Eve stepped back. “Well, that’s very impressive, but this isn’t Kentucky. If you want to work for me, you’ll do it my way.”
She turned, and stalked off toward the house. Liz felt sick, positive she’d just signed her walking papers with Aliqua Arabians.
Kurt watched Eve’s retreating figure, then looked at Liz, and nodded. “Well, good luck.”
He turned on his heel, and strode back into the barn.
Once they were on the road, Fair Lady quieted down somewhat, although Liz felt the trailer rocking with the mare’s agitated movements.
Colleen leaned across the seat, and patted her arm.
“It’ll be all right...they adapt pretty fast. But that was really awful.”
Liz felt the tears, knew she couldn’t contain them, and pulled over to the side of the road. Colleen didn’t say anything, but continued to stroke Liz’s arm.
A few minutes later, Liz regained her composure, and eased the truck back onto the highway. They rode in silence for about ten miles before Colleen spoke.
“It ain’t just about the weaning, is it?”
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Liz’s concern for Fair Lady’s mental state disappeared within the first twenty-four hours. The mature mare had been through the weaning process many times in her life, and seemed to accept the separation quickly. By the day before Liz would leave for Tahoe, the mare was eating heartily, getting acquainted with her barn-mates, and offering friendly nickers when Liz approached.
However, the biggest surprise was Miss Marcy. The elderly mare had instantly bonded with her new barn-mate and, as long as Fair Lady was across the aisle from her, Marcy remained quiet and content. She’d found a friend.
Liz led the two mares up the slope to the pasture, thinking about her conversation with Colleen on the return trip from Aliqua. Liz had desperately needed someone to talk to, and had finally opened up, admitting her deep attraction for Kurt. When describing the all-night vigil with Marilyn, Liz had left out the ending to the story, too embarrassed to admit she’d been cast aside.
Inside the gate, Fair Lady took off at a gallop across the pasture, Miss Marcy close behind her. Liz watched with delight as the horses flew over the ground, as though they had wings. They were true “Drinkers of the Wind,” epitomizing the Bedouin description of Arabian horses. Fair Lady made another pass, tail flagged, head up, nostrils flared. The beautiful mare wheeled and came to an abrupt stop, snorting and shaking her head. She nickered softly, then dropped her head and started nibbling grass.
While she cleaned stalls, Liz recalled the rest of the conversation with Colleen. Liz hadn’t wanted to hear her friend’s comments, but Colleen had insisted that Liz keep her eyes wide open if she planned to flirt with the unknown. She’d also reminded Liz of the tough road that lay ahead, if she planned to continue her veterinary career in the region.
Colleen had been direct. “Ya don’t know anything about Kurt DeVallio. No one does. Why ask for trouble?” She’d rolled her eyes. “God, Liz, he’d be a great hobby, but ya wouldn’t want to keep him!”
Liz’s reaction had been almost defensive. “Colleen, I don’t plan to get serious. I have to concentrate on my practice, but, there’s something different about him...”
“He’s different, all right.”
The warning edge to Colleen’s tone had caused Liz’s own apprehension to grow.
“Do you know something you’re not telling me?”
Colleen’s face had shown a trace of indecision.
“I heard he was involved in some kind of scandal in New Mexico, but I don’t know any details...Just be careful.”
Immersed in the reflection, Liz spread the last wheelbarrow load of wood shavings around the stall floor. What could the scandal be? Something really horrible? If it were so terrible, wouldn’t everyone know about it?
It was clear that if she wanted to know, the story would have to come directly from Kurt. Finding a way to accomplish that would be the trick.
Eve telephoned shortly after Liz returned to the house.
“Liz, I need to get some shots, and an ultrasound on one of my mares. When can you do that?”
Liz thought quickly. Should she try to squeeze a farm call into an already horrendous afternoon? No, I can’t set a precedent like that, especially with Miss Aggressive.
“I’m leaving for Tahoe in the morning, but I could see you early on Monday.”
Eve agreed, then her tone changed. “About the other day–sorry I was so touchy. It probably is a little early to wean the filly, but I’m in the horse business, and there’s simply no room for sentimentality. I do appreciate your concern, though. It tells me a lot about you.”
The compliment pleased Liz. Eve probably wasn’t generous with such things. After hanging up, she mulled over the brief conversation. There was a lot to be learned from the episode. Where business was concerned, the degree of success was based solely on one’s determination to have it. Here I’ve been standing around, feeling sorry for myself ’cause those big ol’ bad men wouldn’t let me play. Time to get real. Working harder to prove myself is the answer, and I’d better start with Eve Aliqua.
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The drive up to Lake Tahoe energized Liz, as she soaked up the deep green serenity of the mountains. The unreal topaz color of the lake contrasted with the dark shades of towering pines and Douglas fir that blanketed the surrounding slopes. A cloudless blue sky polished the scene to a breathtaking picture-postcard effect, and her problems seemed to shrink into miniature proportions in the presence of such magnificence.
By late afternoon, she’d settled the horses, unpacked her gear, and returned to her motel. Karma’s yearling class would be the first one the following day. The colt could be a real handful early in the morning, and she’d have to get up with the sun in order to have time to work the kinks out of him.
The next morning, she had Karma at the end of the lunge-line by five o’clock. He wouldn’t behave, and her nervousness grew. The colt class was important–it would give him the final qualifying points for the regional show. If she didn’t get him into the regional, she could forget the nationals.
She snapped the whip and barked a command at the prancing bay, but he was too wound up from the excitement and stimulation of all the new sounds and smells. He ignored her, crow-hopping for a few feet before moving back into an animated trot. Liz gave up and returned to her stabling area. She glanced at her watch and panic careened through her chest. The class would start in two hours. Karma peering impudently from his stall, as if to ask, “What’s next?”
A little while later, she led him across the road to the wash racks, mentally checking her prep list again. Attention to detail and constant work with the horses was an absolute requirement for success. The eager youngster reared, and Liz shook her head. Talk about needing to pay attention. Karma tossed his head and skittered around, anticipating the splash of water on his back. Liz soaped, then rinsed, the chore made more difficult by having to chase him around the enclosure. Once the ordeal was over, his energy level skyrocketed, and Liz had to yank hard on his nose-chain to keep him on the ground. Two minutes later, he reared, then walked on his hind legs for about four feet before she snapped him back under control. Oh, please, not today!
“Having a little trouble, Missy?”
Liz whirled to see who taunted her. A short, vaguely-familiar man led a beautiful mare. He threw her a sly look, then continued on his way toward the barns.
She took a deep breath. Sometimes, it just felt like she was in over her head.
She checked her reflection in the travel mirror on the wall, brushing a light film of perspiration from her forehead. Her cheeks were flushed with anticipation, and anxiety rolled through her stomach. Her hair wouldn’t stay in the small, neat bun she’d fashioned, and a second later, her small bowtie came loose. Her hands shook as she fixed the renegade accessory.
“Dammit! What is the matter with me?”
Karma had quieted down a little by the time she took him out of the stall to finish preparing him for the class. The first call came over the loudspeaker as she buckled the fine cord show-halter. She drew a deep breath, made a quick check to see that her exhibitor’s number was still pinned to her back, then headed toward the arena. Rounding the corner, she stopped in her tracks, her self-confidence vanishing into the cool morning air. A crowd of about thirty horses and handlers milled around the in-gate. There’d be no chance for a win in that crowd.
As soon as he saw the other horses, Karma’s obedient attitude disappeared. Once inside the arena, he danced around, spring-loaded, and Liz knew she’d be exhausted by the time it was her turn in front of the judge. Her stomach did somersaults, and the colt responded to her nervousness.
Struggling to relax, she tried to evaluate the competition. Though the Tahoe show was a small event, it attracted exhibitors from the surrounding states, all fighting for the same qualifying points that Liz sought. The horses entered in Karma’s class were some of the highest quality animals in the industry. Liz recognized several trainers who’d been stars in the business for years. She grinned with amusement as they postured and posed, attempting to keep their horses’ attention. Hollywood had nothing on these guys.
Her turn came, and she walked her horse toward the judge. Karma obeyed her commands without a hitch, stretching his swan-like neck to its fullest, and showing off his beautiful flat back and level croup. He flagged his tail, taking on the look of a sculptor’s creation. Liz’s chest swelled with pride. The colt was magnificent, every bit as beautiful as any of the others in the ring. Maybe even more.
She glanced surreptitiously at the judge, trying to read his body language. He walked a complete circle around them, scrutinizing the colt from every angle, then nodded and told her to trot the horse away. Karma stepped out briskly, lifting his front legs high and fairly floating over the ground. Liz’s pulse quickened. Perfect! Maybe we do have a chance.
The judge nodded and scribbled something on a clipboard, then turned to the next exhibitor. Karma continued to prance as Liz led him back to their position in the line. She stood him up and kept him alert, remembering her father’s wisdom. “The class is important from the in-gate to the results.” Her eyes misted at the memory. I wish he were here to see me now. She swallowed the lump in her throat. If he were still alive, she’d be in Kentucky, working at her profession, not standing in a show ring out West.
The loudspeaker crackled and the crowd grew quiet.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, the judge has made his decisions.”
Liz’s heartbeat thudded as the announcer started with eighth place and worked his way up the list.
“Your second place winner is FSF Kahiil bin Samaar, owned by Fire Stone Farms and shown by Bill Benton.”
Liz sized up the handler accepting the red ribbon. With chagrin, she recognized him as the man who’d commented on Karma’s unruly behavior at the wash rack. She’d seen Benton’s picture in the breed magazines, where he was touted as the reigning king of the halter classes. Rumor had it that he was a millionaire. Great, now I’ve made a fool of myself in front of one of the big boys.
“And Ladies and Gentlemen, first place goes to...Legacy Karma, owned and shown by Elizabeth Barnett!”
Liz’s mouth fell open, her brain unable to grasp the reality of the announcement. A second later, she leapt into the air, letting out a whoop. The colt danced and pranced, and shook his beautiful head as though to admonish her: “You thought there was any question?”
By the time she returned to the stalls, her knees had stopped wobbling, but her heart still thundered with excitement. She threw her arms around Karma’s neck, and hugged him tightly, feeling the dampness of his coat against her cheek.
“You are such a good boy!” she exclaimed, scratching behind his ears. “You are going to be the star of Legacy. I can feel it in my bones!”
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Liz found a seat in the grandstand, and settled down to watch some of the remaining stallion classes. She spotted a tall, dark man in the ring and, thinking it was Kurt, she let out a little gasp. She leaned forward, trying to get a better look. He turned around, and she relaxed. While similar in height and build, the man’s bearing was far different than Kurt’s self-confident demeanor.
Her mind wandered through the qualities she liked about Kurt. His gentleness with Fair Lady. His calm determination to save every horse on the night of the fire. His strong hands holding the injured horse while she ministered to it. The passionate kiss. She closed her eyes, feeling his arms holding her tightly, tasting his urgent lips, and delighting in the touch of his hand on her breast.
A loud cheer jolted her back to reality. The class had ended, and the man who’d triggered her thoughts loped around the arena on a victory lap. She left the grandstand, flustered by her sensual images of Kurt, and perturbed by how easily they intruded.
Legacy Arabians was stabled in a far corner of the show barn, a location that Liz had requested, preferring to be off by herself, rather than in the midst of the chaos. At that mid-morning hour, most of the exhibitors were either in the ring, waiting to enter the arena, or watching classes. She took advantage of the quiet time to contemplate the future.
Her plans were right on target. If Karma continued to win his classes, by the time he turned four, she would start using him as the herd sire. Once he’d proven his potency, his Double B bloodlines would attract outside mares, and the future of Legacy Arabians would be bright.
“Congratulations. Great performance.”
The familiar husky voice sent a shock wave through Liz’s chest. She turned to look at the face that had filled her earlier daydreams, a flutter moving through her stomach.
“Kurt! What are you doing here? Aren’t you getting ready for the Stockton show?”
His mustache curled enticingly at the corners of his full mouth. “Not for a few days yet. Eve changed her mind about showing that weanling, so I decided to run up here and see how you were doing.”
“Eve changed her mind? I thought you were the one who was so hot to show that baby.”
Kurt’s smile faded abruptly. “Not me. I’d never wean a foal so early...I don’t believe in it. ’Course, that opinion could cause me problems with Eve down the road.” He grinned wickedly. “But, I’ll take my cues from you.”
Liz flushed at the reference to her dispute over the weaning.
He leaned his shoulder against the stall door and cocked his head. “Why did you think I wanted to show her?”
“Eve told me I needed to pick up Fair Lady because you wanted to take the foal to Stockton. I wondered about that–you don’t appear to be so uncaring about the horses’ welfare.”
Disgust darkened his features and he shook his head.
“Eve’s just playin’ games with me to see how far she can go. I also told her she shouldn’t have sold Fair Lady. That mare was one of the best in the barn. But, no, Eve’s gonna do as she damned well pleases. Then, the next thing I know, she’s got this ridiculous idea of weaning that baby, then showing her in a class two weeks later.” He shook his head in pure wonderment. “I don’t know what’s the matter with the woman...she’s probably just been in the horse business too long.”
“I’m glad it wasn’t your idea. That whole scene just about broke my heart.”
He looked at her thoughtfully, then cleared his throat.
“Liz, I want to–”
Uncomfortable with the prospect of a serious conversation, Liz reached for a halter. “I have to work Ashiiqah. Her class is right after lunch.”
Kurt nodded and stepped back. As Liz entered the stall, she felt him watching her, and a now familiar, delicious feeling crept through her. Though thrilled to learn that he’d come to the show specifically to see her, it frightened her to think about opening up another opportunity to be embarrassed. Why do I turn into such a wimp every time he’s around? I need to get a grip. Mr. Cowboy will have to redeem himself before I’ll fall into another one of his tender traps.
She emerged from the stall, and Kurt took the lunge-line from her other hand.
“Mind if I come along?”
Kurt leaned on the rail and watched Liz work the beautiful mare. Much as he’d tried to convince himself that his only interest was checking on the competition, he knew his desire to see Liz again was the real reason he’d come to Tahoe. She’d been on his mind constantly since she’d picked up Fair Lady. On that day, he’d wanted nothing more than to sweep her into his arms and tell her how badly he felt about his behavior after their kiss, that he hadn’t meant a word of what he’d said.
He grinned, thinking about her feisty manner when she’d stood up to Eve to defend her opinion. Her self-confidence is what makes her so successful. I’ll bet she’s got the ranchers eating out of her hand by now.
As he watched her lunge the horse, his thoughts changed from personal to practical, and a frown creased his forehead. I can’t let her influence me like this. I have too much at stake.
Liz felt Kurt’s gaze boring into her back, feeling as though he were mentally undressing her. Hmm...Not an altogether unpleasant idea. However, within a few minutes, she pushed the sensual thoughts from her head, and concentrated on exercising Ashiiqah.
On the way back to the barn, Kurt was openly enthusiastic.
“Beautiful mare. What are her bloodlines?”
Liz loved to talk pedigrees with anyone knowledgeable, and she spent the next fifteen minutes chronicling the Polish and Egyptian bloodlines of the herd, delighted by Kurt’s obvious appreciation.
He held the stall door open as Liz put the mare away.
“You planning to work that colt again today? I’d like to watch, if you don’t mind.”
“My pleasure.”
She watched him saunter down the aisle, his jeans sculpted around his tight butt and muscular thighs. My pleasure, indeed! Her heart quickened at the prospect of being with him again. Learning that he hadn’t been the one who’d insisted on the early weaning had altered her attitude. On two separate occasions now, she’d seen a gentleness peek from beneath his tough, professional exterior. She wanted to see more of that softer side of him, and swore to find a way.
At the edge of the arena, Liz waited nervously for the results of Ashiiqah’s class. The mare had performed beautifully, as usual, but Liz never took anything for granted. A magnificent bay mare caught her attention. The horse’s body looked as though it had been carved by an artist’s hands: extremely fine legs, sharp facial bones, shapely ears with tips that almost touched. Has to be straight Egyptian. Bill Benton held the mare’s rapt attention, and Liz shook her head. I guess if I’m going to lose, I’d just as soon lose to a really perfect horse.
Keeping her head lowered, she scanned the grandstand, looking for Kurt. There weren’t many spectators, and it was easy to see that he wasn’t there. Sharp disappointment surprised her. I guess whatever he had to do earlier was more important than watching my class. Brushing away the petulant thought, she returned her attention to the blaring loudspeaker.
“Second place goes to...FSF Egyptian Lady, owned by Fire Stone Farms and shown by Bill Benton!”
Liz blinked. Good grief! If he’s on second, who’s on first?
In the next instant, Ashiiqah’s name echoed through the arena. Liz’s thoughts raced as she trotted the lovely young mare toward the ring steward. We’re certainly making a name for ourselves at this show! Now, if I can just win like this at the regional.
As she left the ring, Kurt fell into step beside her.
“Boy, that was something! I was sure Benton’s Egyptian horse would take it.”
Liz laughed. “I figured Benton would win just because he’s Benton.”
Kurt didn’t respond, but nodded thoughtfully as they walked toward Liz’s stalls. While she removed the mare’s halter, Kurt grabbed a soft cloth, and began wiping down the damp coat. Liz watched secretly as he went about the work he obviously loved, relaxed and absorbed in his task. Surprisingly, she enjoyed seeing him with her horses–she usually disliked anyone else handling them. What a team we’d make. The two of us could take Legacy Arabians to the top. The bold thought shocked her. Whoa! There’s no team here. And I don’t need anyone to help me succeed...especially someone who distracts me the way he does. Her pulse jumped. Maybe I just need someone for me.
She sighed and leaned her forehead against the mare’s neck, exhausted from the excitement of a strenuous and emotional day. Kurt stepped up beside her and rested his hand on her shoulder, his smile making her heart do its gymnastic thing again.
“Get yourself together, and we’ll go grab a bite to eat. There’s a good steakhouse over on the lake.”
Peeling off her show clothes, she assessed the changes in Kurt’s manner. It seemed as though he wanted to make amends for his behavior on the night of the fire. Her heart thumped at the memory. Am I setting myself up for another experience just like it? A second later, a surge of excitement blurred her fears. This will be my chance to find out who he really is. A stab of apprehension. And his secret.
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The late afternoon sun slanted through the giant pines along the highway that circled the rim of South Tahoe Lake. Liz felt as though she were in another world, far away from the dust and chaos of the show. Shivers of delight coursed through her body as she relived the victories of the day.
Kurt sat relaxed in the seat, his arm draped nonchalantly over the steering wheel. “Penny for your thoughts.”
“Just revisiting today’s classes. I can’t believe we won. There were some very good horses in the ring.”
He laughed sharply. “I guess! And some of them just happened to be yours! Why are you so surprised? If you have excellent stock, and you’ve trained them right, they always have a chance to win.”
She valued the compliment. “But I have a lot to learn.”
The truck rolled into the gravel parking lot beside an ordinary-looking, flat-roofed building. Pocketing the keys, he turned to her, his tone sincere.
“You had a good teacher. You picked up more from your father than you think.”
The exterior of the cinderblock building was stark and unappealing, marked by a single, dark door with an oval window and a small sign that read, “The Place.” Kurt pulled the door open and a delectable aroma wafted out. Inside, old-fashioned chandeliers cast dim light over a long room, and ceiling fans kept the wonderful smells moving through the air. A huge mirror covered the wall behind a solid oak bar that had been burnished to a soft gleam by decades of elbows. Dozens of liquor and wine bottles, glasses, and mugs sparkled in the reflection of the soft lights. He took her hand, leading her to the end of the bar, then down a short hallway to a heavy door.
The sharp contrast between the lounge and the dining room amazed her. Dark mahogany woodwork and ceiling cornices framed deep burgundy walls, and soft light spilled from bronze sconces, darkened with the patina of time. White cloths draped the tables, and fresh flower arrangements graced each one. Soft music played in the background.
His tone was tentative. “Like it?”
“It’s wonderful! Who would know, looking at the outside?”
“That’s the way they want it. You can’t get near this place at dinnertime.”
She felt a small twinge of jealousy at the idea of Kurt enjoying the cozy restaurant with someone else.
“Do you come here often?”
He chuckled and squeezed her hand. “Lizzie-Liz! Why are you so interested in my past?”
Embarrassed and annoyed, she snatched her hand away. “Don’t call me Lizzie!”
Instantly, she realized that she teetered on the verge of spoiling what might be a nice evening. Reaching for his hand, she gave him a contrite look.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. My father used to call me that.”
“No problem. So, tell me what Legacy Arabians is up to these days, besides winning everything in sight.”
His smile tranquilized her wound-up brain and body, and she settled back into the comfortable captain’s chair. The late afternoon drifted into twilight as they sipped wine, enjoyed a quiet meal, and discussed all the leading Arabian farms, the hot trainers, the major shows and, in general, life with horses.
Kurt sneaked his spoon across the table and stole a bite of her chocolate mousse. He rolled the creamy delight around in his mouth, then seductively licked his lips. Struggling with lustful thoughts, she looked away from his suggestive expression, tightening her thighs against the rising heat. I wish he wouldn’t look at me that way. I don’t think I could resist him right now. Do I even want to?
He smiled knowingly, his expression hinting that he recognized her discomfort. She blanched and looked away, trying to compose her thoughts.
He changed the subject. “What are your plans for the rest of the season?”
Relieved to focus her thoughts on something less stimulating, she answered quickly. “Karma and Ashiiqah are both qualified for the regional show in September.”
He nodded, but his expression held a shadow of tension. She moved past the brief distraction.
“If I do well at the regional show, I’ll take them to the Nationals in Albuquerque. I need some serious wins on these horses–especially Karma–if I want to build name recognition for the farm. Otherwise, I’ll be just another breeder.”
Kurt signaled the waiter for the check, then sat back in his chair and gave her a quizzical look, as though analyzing her words.
“You’ll probably do okay at regional, even though there’ll be some pretty big-name trainers there. But don’t get your hopes up for the nationals. That’s big business. A loss at that show can put your farm off the map just as quickly as a win can put it on.”
She straightened up, her indignation rising quickly.
“What do you mean, big names? Names don’t have anything to do with winning.”
He snorted. “Boy, you really are naïve! At a certain level in the horse business, money talks–whether it’s Arabians or Quarter Horses or Thoroughbreds. Money makes the really big decisions. It’s a fight-for-blood environment.”
Bristling at his patronizing attitude, she snapped, “That’s not true. My father never paid to win a class.”
She pushed away from the table and stood up, ready to walk out of the restaurant. God, I can’t stand this man!
“Whoa, Liz, hear me out.” He took her hand, looking at her sympathetically. “Please, sit down and let me explain, okay?”
Grudgingly, she returned to her seat, not feeling receptive to whatever he planned to say.
“Things were different when your father showed his horses. That was the ‘real’ horse business. So much has changed over the last twenty-some years. The breed has become a commodity, an investment. The reality, now, is that there are some heavy-hitters in the Arabian industry, people who have more money than you or I could possibly imagine. People who have no real interest in the horses themselves. Business tycoons. Royalty from other countries. Mafia-types. They can pay anyone to do anything.”
He watched her for a moment, then continued.
“Some of the big-name trainers are paid so much money, and have such free rein, that they become celebrities in the show world, and that generates even more power. Some of the horses that pull off big wins don’t have a fraction of the outstanding bloodlines that yours have. But enough under-the-table payoffs, plenty of slick advertising, a big enough trainer name...it makes a difference in the ring.”
“What are you getting at? I just beat Bill Benton twice!”
“That won’t be your only problem.”
She stared into dark brown eyes that seemed to reflect sincerity and apology for his comments. Remembering Colleen’s warning, Liz intuitively knew what he wanted to say.
She looked him straight in the eye. “I’m a woman, right? That’s what will keep me from reaching the top with my horses?”
The expression on his face told her she’d hit the bullseye.
The effects of the wine meshed with Liz’s anger, confusion, and the deep weariness of a very long day. She wanted to fall into bed and lose herself in sleep, but still had work to do at the stalls. Karma’s championship class would be the next afternoon, and she had to be ready.
Stepping up into the truck, her thoughts were on the tense conversation. Why had he brought up the subject of show politics? They rode along for a few miles, wrapped in uneasy silence, Liz still mulling over his views on the business of showing horses. Finally, she decided to pursue it.
“Tell me why you think I can’t succeed as a woman in the show ring.”
Kurt squeezed his eyes shut for a second, then glanced over at her. “Have you ever looked around at the exhibitors in a class? Do you see many women?”
She gave him a blank look. “Of course. There are lots of women showing Arabians at most of the shows I attend.”
He snorted. “That’s right. And most of the shows you attend are small, local shows. And most of those women are owners showing in the amateur classes. C’mon, Liz, how many big-time, really successful female professional trainers have you seen?”
She couldn’t answer him. She’d never paid any attention to the people in the ring, only the horses. The silence grew around them. What is he trying to prove? There must be a reason he’s trying to discourage me from showing my horses, and I don’t think it’s because he’s afraid I’ll lose, or have my feelings hurt. Her misgivings started to mount.
Kurt’s tone became a little less patronizing. “I’m not saying you can’t ever win some classes as a woman, or without buying your way into the ribbons. I’m just saying the odds are tough. You need to be aware of it going in. Don’t be surprised by anything that happens at the big shows that really count.”
He patted her hand like a father consoling a child who’d lost a toy. Liz pulled her hand away, crossed her arms, and stared out the window.
Why am I being so obstinate? He’s been around this business a lot longer than I have. He’s bound to have some insights. Another minute passed in silence. Here I am, finally with the man I’ve been daydreaming about, and I’m spoiling it.
“Kurt, I understand you are only trying to help. I’m sorry I acted so cranky about it. You just don’t know what I’ve been going through since I moved to California.”
He didn’t respond, and she continued.
“I’ve been beating my head against the wall, trying to establish my practice here. I can’t seem to break through the good-ol-boy barrier, no matter how good I am at what I do. And now, you’re telling me the problem extends into the only joy I have–showing my horses. Can you blame me for being upset?”
His hand covered hers again, his voice sincere.
“I know, Hon, but sometimes there are things so far out of your control, that it makes more sense to find another way to make a mark on the world.”
Liz gazed at his shadowed profile. I wonder how you would know something like that. What is your secret, Mr. Cowboy?
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Liz’s earlier fatigue had disappeared by the time they returned to the show grounds.
“Kurt, you don’t have to stay while I work Karma. Don’t you have a long drive back?”
He grinned. “I’m not driving back tonight. I want to stay and see the fireworks tomorrow.” His expression turned serious. “Besides, you shouldn’t be down here at the barns alone late at night. You don’t even have anyone watching the horses when you’re not here.”
“What are you saying? About the horses, I mean.”
He gave her a solemn look and reached for a lunge-line hanging on the wall.
“Just be aware that there are folks out there who would do bad things to keep a good horse from winning. You should always have someone at your stalls, especially at the big shows.”
“You are kidding, aren’t you?”
One look at his face told her he wasn’t.
She pressed the issue. “Is that why you got so upset when you found me in your mare’s stall that morning?”
“Something like that.”
He turned and entered Karma’s stall. She started to pursue the conversation, but was immediately distracted by her colt’s meek attitude as Kurt haltered him.
“How did you do that? He acts like you’ve hypnotized him.”
“Actually, I don’t know.” He grinned. “I guess I’m part horse.”
More than ever, she wanted to know more about the real Kurt.
“Y’know...you know a lot about me, and I know nothing about you.”
“One of these days, we’ll play true confessions, but for now, shouldn’t you work your champion yearling?”
She recognized the put-off. There’s something he doesn’t want me to know, but I want to understand him. I’ll just have to find out on my own.
Still under Kurt’s magical influence, Karma stood quietly while Liz attached the lead rope. Having a professional like him around could sure make my life easier. The thought zapped her brain like a cattle prod, and she glanced sideways at Kurt’s firm body, instantly feeling the stir of excitement again. And definitely more interesting.
Together, they walked through the night to the lighted exercise paddock, and Liz went to the center. Karma remained the picture of obedience, although he looked back twice to locate Kurt. The colt’s good behavior was short-lived. Once he started around the circle, Liz felt his tension in the line, and tried to communicate to him through the lead. He bucked and jumped and walked on his hind legs. He stopped and wouldn’t go forward. Oh, no, don’t do this now, not when I have an audience that just told me I couldn’t succeed because I’m a woman. Let me at least look like I have some control!
Kurt materialized at her side. “Mind if I give you a couple of tips?”
“Wouldn’t you know he’d act up when someone’s watching?”
“Well, if he misbehaves tomorrow, you can kiss your championship good-bye.”
She handed him the lunge-line and stepped back. Karma had stopped prancing and stood quietly, his attention locked on his new handler. Kurt clucked softly and stepped toward the colt, who immediately trotted perfectly around the circle, head held high.
Liz watched, admiring the way Kurt handled her “bad boy” with a skill acquired through years of experience, and some other mysterious craft.
Kurt commanded the horse to halt, and Karma stopped in his tracks. Transferring the whip to the other hand, Kurt gave it one small snap at ground level, and Karma pivoted on his hind legs, and trotted in the opposite direction. Liz shook her head. He makes it look so easy. I spend hours fighting this colt, and along comes a cowboy who can make the horse stand on its head if he asks it to.
Kurt nodded toward Amy’s stall. “You showing that bay mare tomorrow?”
Liz stopped picking Karma’s hooves and looked up. “Yes, but I can work her in the morning.”
She unhooked the colt and put him into his stall, then tossed in a flake of hay. When she returned to the aisle, a mischievous grin rippled across Kurt’s face.
“I want to show you something.”
She laughed. “You’ve already impressed me. What else can you do?”
A seductive look slipped into his eyes, and she immediately regretted her choice of words.
His voice deepened suggestively. “Come over here and I’ll show you.”
She giggled nervously, her cheeks burning. “Ahhh, I mean with horses.”
Beckoning her to follow, he walked over to Amy’s stall. The elegant mare stood motionless, watching him with interest. He stepped inside the door, talking softly, then moved to her head and turned to face the same direction as the horse. Bringing his right hand up beneath her chin, he snapped his fingers loudly and stepped toward the open stall door. Amy moved forward with him, staying exactly at his shoulder. Kurt “led” the horse out of the stall and into the aisle. When he stopped, she stopped. He started forward again, and the mare followed.
Astonished, Liz watched Amy walk freely down the aisle beside the handsome cowboy. He brought the horse back to where she stood, and reached for the halter hanging on the wall.
He grinned. “She hears the snap and thinks she’s attached to the lead line.”
“Doesn’t say much for being very bright, does it?”
“Doesn’t have anything to do with being smart. Horses are creatures of habit and response. She’s well trained, so it works.” He grabbed a brush and started smoothing it over the mare’s sleek coat. “Just don’t try it with a green horse.”
At that moment, Liz knew she’d fallen under the same spell as her animals.
A quick glance at her watch jarred her. “Oh, man, it’s midnight. I have to go. I didn’t realize it had gotten so late.”
A self-conscious smile played at the corners of his mustache. “Sorry. I lose track of time when I’m working with horses. Come on, I’ll walk you out to the truck.”
The night was quiet as they moved across the parking lot. At Liz’s truck, he stepped up close and gently grasped her shoulders.
“You get some rest. You’re gonna clean house tomorrow.”
He kissed her softly on the forehead, then waited while she climbed into the truck.
“Lock your doors.”
Liz watched him disappear into the darkness, her heart thumping, her shoulders tingling where his hands had rested, her guard completely down.
The scent of Liz’s perfume still lingered inside Kurt’s truck. How many lady trainers wore perfume? As he’d watched her work with the colt, his thoughts had raced, knowing he shouldn’t be helping her, that he was just digging himself in deeper. He knew he shouldn’t have given her such a hard time about the pitfalls of showing horses. Well, dammit, it’s true! She’ll find out for herself soon enough, and there’s nothing I can do to save her.
The charitable thought surprised him. He’d never considered another trainer’s feelings or goals. Extremely competitive, he’d lived his life to win with his horses and make a name for himself. He shook off thoughts of the past, focusing instead on Eve’s “incentive plan” and his own future. His life held no room for sentimentality, romance, or sympathy. On this trip, he’d learned what he needed to know. Now, he had to figure out what to do with it.
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The next morning, Liz glanced up and down the aisle frequently as she prepared Amy for her class. By gate call, Kurt still hadn’t shown, and Liz’s distraction puddled into disappointment.
Only four exhibitors waited by the in-gate. Few owners bothered to show older mares in halter classes, concentrating instead on their younger broodmare prospects. A quick assessment of the competition convinced Liz that her chances of a blue ribbon were excellent.
The class went flawlessly, and Liz observed how quickly the judge assessed the other entrants. He made his decision as soon as he saw Amy. Feeling almost smug, Liz ran beside her mare on yet another victory lap and grinned, recalling Kurt’s comment about “cleaning house.” Another quick look at the grandstand, and disappointment edged into her happy thoughts. His absence dampened her elation, and that irritated her. Why should I let anything detract from the excitement of this win?
As she left the ring, a short man approached her, his even white teeth sparkling through a crooked smile.
“Congratulations. Nice mare. Is she for sale?”
Liz stopped and looked closer at the familiar tanned face.
He offered his hand. “Bill Benton. Fire Stone Farms.”
“Liz Barnett. Legacy Arabians.”
He grinned. “I know who you are. So, is the mare for sale?”
At close range, Benton was nice-looking, but his arrogant, almost condescending attitude detracted from his physical appearance.
“No, this is one of my best broodmares. She produced the colt I showed yesterday in the yearling class.”
Liz felt a tiny thrill as she zapped the “big-name” trainer.
“Huh. If she’s already one of your best broodmares, why are you showing her? Is she in foal?”
Liz’s hackles rose. Another guy trying to tell me what to do.
“I’m showing her to promote my farm name. She’s open this year. I’m giving her a rest.”
Benton rolled his eyes and sighed. “Oh, I see. Being a good mommy, are we?”
A snarling response snapped into Liz’s thoughts, but Benton stepped back and tossed out a limp wave.
“If you change your mind, give us a call. We’re in the book.”
He swaggered off, leaving Liz feeling ridiculous and very much like an amateur.
Kurt stood in the shadows by the arena entrance, his jaw tightening with concern as he watched Liz talking to Bill Benton at the rail. If I know Benton, he’s trying to buy something. Kurt’s stomach pitched at the possibility that the sale on Ebony might fall through if the trainer took a notion that Karma was a better stallion. Benton walked off and, even from a distance, Kurt saw that the conversation had upset Liz.
He pasted a smile on his face as she approached.
“Hey, congratulations, again. I see you had a little visit from Billy-Boy.”
“What a nasty man! He wanted to buy Amy.”
Kurt felt a rush of relief, then laughed. “He’s nasty for wanting to buy your horse? I’d say that’s a real compliment. Fire Stone touches nothing that isn’t first-class.”
Liz frowned. “No, I mean he’s just obnoxious. He started giving me a hard time for showing a broodmare, then made snide comments about the fact I didn’t breed her this season.”
Kurt softened his tone. “That nasty man is a steam-roller in the ring, and the more important the show, the nastier he gets. Better to have him for a friend than an enemy.” He hesitated. “Are you going to sell her?”
Liz’s scowl deepened across her features.
“Why would I do that? She’s part of my breeding plan.”
Kurt waded in, knowing the water was deep and treacherous.
“Isn’t money part of your plan, too? I’d say a chance to sell a horse for a good price is pretty critical to expanding a breeding farm. Having your breeder prefix integrated into the Fire Stone herd wouldn’t hurt you much, either.”
Liz’s voice rose with irritation. “I’ve had just about enough of know-it-all men telling me what they think I’m doing wrong. This horse is one of my father’s last foals. She’s special to me. She produces excellent babies. And I’m keeping her!”
Snapping Amy’s lead rope a little too hard, Liz strode forward, followed by the surprised mare, who tossed her head and danced sideways. Kurt caught up with her.
“Easy, Liz. I’m only pointing out the obvious. If you have personal reasons for keeping the mare, that’s fine–we all have our favorites. Just don’t jeopardize your breeding program with sentimental decisions. Remember, you recently added a truly outstanding mare to your barn, one that cost you a lot of money. No offense to your father, but Fair Lady is three times the horse Amy is. The name of the game in breeding is to keep the best, and cull the rest.”
His inner voice goaded him. Like Eve did with Muscala.
Liz heard everything he said, and knew in her heart that he spoke the truth, but her anger overruled her common sense. In the past twenty-four hours, Kurt had brought up obstacle after obstacle to her plans for Legacy. She was sick of it and wanted to be left alone.
Kurt took her silent cue. “Well, I’m gonna scoot. Good luck this afternoon.”
She started to reply, but he was striding away. Fine. Go sulk. You can’t always be right. Her thoughts turned to the championship class scheduled for that afternoon, and her stomach flip-flopped in anticipation of what she hoped would be the win of the weekend.
Kurt walked toward his truck. He should really head back to El Dorado. He had a lot of work to do, and he was sure Eve wouldn’t appreciate his extended absence. Irritation crawled across his shoulders. To hell with her. He wanted to see the outcome of the championship colt class. Karma might win, and that could prove to be a monkey wrench in Kurt’s plans. The last thing he wanted was to show against Liz at the regional show, especially if Bill Benton started shopping around.
Liz’s soft voice startled him.
“I owe you an apology. I shouldn’t have been so snippy.”
“It’s okay. I’m used to being chewed out by beautiful women.”
Like hell, I am–just this one.
“No, seriously. I know you just want to help, but I have to try to do this, or I’ll always feel like a quitter.”
Her eyes held an emotion he couldn’t quite read. Anticipation? Fear of rejection? He wanted to step down and pull her close to him, touch her hair, smell her perfume. He felt himself losing the battle to stay neutral.
“I understand. Don’t worry about it. I always have too much to say when it comes to horses.”
Liz stepped closer to the truck. “Are you going to stay for Karma’s class?”
Kurt’s horse sense kicked in. I should get out of this while I’m ahead. His emotions took over.
“I guess I could, if you want me there.”
She laid her hand lightly on his leg, sending a jolt of excitement through his body.
“I do.”
Patting her hand, he tried to ignore the feelings stirring through him. He shifted in his seat, then reached for the key in the ignition.
“Okey-dokey. I’ll be there. Right now, I’m going to run out for a bite to eat. Want me to bring you something?”
“Something light. I’m awfully nervous.”
Liz watched the truck drive away. Something’s different. It’s like there’s an invisible barrier between us. He’s there on the other side, so close, but I can’t reach him.
As she walked back to the barn, she thought about how the hard muscles of his leg had felt beneath the coarse fabric of his jeans. Her stomach quivered. I can’t believe I did that. She smiled to herself. The evidence of his feelings had been inescapable. It wouldn’t take much to make my fantasies about him come true. The smile faded. She’d need to know more about him–and his past–before succumbing to any flights of fancy. Squaring her shoulders, she tucked away all thoughts of Kurt, and started psyching herself for the next class.
Karma moved restlessly around his stall, as though he sensed his big moment, only hours away.
Liz also felt unsettled. “C’mon, you. A little exercise will be good for both of us.”
Thirty minutes later, she returned from the warm-up paddock and found a brown paper bag sitting on the tack trunk. Inside were a turkey sandwich and an Aliqua business card with “Good luck!” scrawled on the back.
The stallion championship class contained four entries: Karma and the first place winners for each of the other stallion divisions. Karma would compete against two-, three-, and four-year-old horses. Liz knew he had very little chance of beating out the older colts because, as a youngster, his body still had an “unfinished” lankiness to it that would eventually smooth out with maturity. The fact that he was even a contender in the class was amazing, considering the large field of horses he’d beaten to get there. Remembering Kurt’s comments, Liz scrutinized the handlers. All men.
Her hands felt clammy, and Karma picked up on her case of nerves. As if he needs any more nervous energy. She glanced at the grandstand to look for Kurt and, again, disappointment welled up inside her. Where in the world does he go during the classes? She swallowed her thoughts and concentrated on keeping her colt under control as he danced around, threatening to walk on his hind legs at any moment.
Liz watched the two exhibitors ahead of her, critically comparing the horses to her own. The two-year-old chestnut was nice, but not spectacular. Liz’s real competition was Bill Benton’s entry, the winner of the three-year-old division. Liz turned her attention back to Karma, talking softly and trying to transmit calm confidence to him.
As soon as they stepped in front of the judge, the colt started his springy I’m-outta-here step, flagging his tail, and tossing his head. Liz tugged sharply on the lead line to get his attention. The judge tipped his hat, then walked the circle around Karma, inspecting every detail of the horse’s body. Liz held her breath. At that moment, the colt transformed into a mahogany statue, stretching his long neck out even farther, and freezing into a classic Arabian pose.
At the judge’s direction, Liz ran alongside Karma’s breathtaking trot. He seemed to float above the ground for just a second between each stride. As Liz reversed and headed back toward the judge, the colt broke, gave a little buck, and tossed his head. Dammit! She yanked the lead, bringing him back to the trot. Her heart sank. There goes the championship. Stakes classes provided no latitude for even one mistake.
Struggling to keep her disappointment from showing, she trotted the colt over to the line and stood him up. Her throat tightened, and she cursed herself for not paying close enough attention to him, letting him break like that. The loudspeaker announced that the decisions were in, and the row of horses and handlers relaxed. She walked Karma around in a circle, partly to keep him relaxed, but mostly to take her mind off the glaring mistake.
Having conceded defeat in her mind, it took a moment to register what she heard over the loudspeaker. In dream-like slow motion, she moved forward to accept the gleaming silver bowl for Reserve Champion.
Kurt leaned against the rail at the far end of the ring. Two opposing forces pulled him as he watched Liz move up to accept the trophy. On the one hand, he worried about her continued success with Karma, and how it might affect his own plans. On the other hand, he was deeply moved by the freshness and enthusiasm she brought to showing her horses. He shook his head sadly. If she stays with this rat race, she’ll end up just like the rest of the women in the business–hard and cynical, ready and willing to do whatever they can to win.
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