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      Certain men should be required to wear a sports bra when riding.

      That’s what I was thinking as I boosted an overweight guy onto Fawn, a stout quarter horse mare who could carry him without straining anything. Although she did let out a little grunt of protest when he plopped onto the saddle. His parts bounced recklessly. And by parts, I mean man boobs. Moobs.

      I’d read a recent study that said riders could throw their horse’s balance out of whack if they didn’t wear the right undergarments.

      I couldn’t unsee the moobs, but I could ignore them as I mounted my horse—correct undergarments in place—and set off for the relative cool of the woods. Here it was, late August in Missouri and there was no sign of the heat letting up or rain coming down.

      Unfortunately, there was no sign Winterlight Farm would discontinue public riding anytime soon, either.

      The girl behind me waved. Lisa was about my age and the most confident of the group. She rode a petite gray mare with black mane and tail named Oreo. I smiled and returned my attention to the trail. Guiding five inexperienced customers is not my favorite way to start the day, but it’s not like I have a choice.

      Nope. According to the mysterious trust fund set up by my absentee parents, Viola Parker—me—must keep a job for one full year before I turn thirty. And, get a glowing letter of recommendation at the end of it. Not only that, I wasn’t to know the contents of the trust until the year was up. So, I could be wasting my time out here in God’s country. Otherwise, I’d still be back East competing the top jumpers for blue-ribbon crazed owners with more money than sense.

      Well, maybe. Truth is, it’s unlikely anyone back there would hire me again.

      Straightening my spine, I let out a breath and released my frustration, the gentle movement of my horse’s stride soothing me. Even though it was still early, sticky heat dampened my skin like a steam bath.

      Our path meandered along a ridge for twenty minutes before crossing a valley with a creek running through it. The horse’s hooves made only the barest muffled thuds, lifting the scent of warm dirt to my nose. My dog, Noire, riffled underbrush hoping to flush a squirrel.

      “Where’s Mr. Malcolm today?” Lisa asked.

      “Out of town,” I answered without turning. I didn’t want to discuss Winterlight’s owner, who also happened to be my lover.

      Lisa didn’t take the hint.

      “What’s it like working for a hottie in a kilt?”

      I rolled my shoulders and cracked a couple of kinks out of my neck. Malcolm is a hottie who wears a kilt, and we’d become involved shortly after I’d arrived, despite my rule to not get in bed with the boss.

      “He’s good to work for,” I said. “Fair.”

      The man was actually a rare and irresistible package of passion, kindness, intelligence, and looks. Too often I wondered what he saw in me, but not enough to break it off.

      “Oh, come on, Vi, spill.”

      Birds swept by, twittering a happy tune, and a rabbit hopped out from under a bush. I half expected Snow White and her seven dwarves to march into view and break into song. If only to make Lisa shut up.

      “We’ve never gone this way before,” said the girl riding behind Lisa on Smitty. I think her name was Sue.

      “It’s cooler,” I said, thankful for the change in subject.

      “Yeah,” piped up Lisa’s boyfriend. “Almost makes it bearable to wear this stupid hat.”

      Deep breath, bite tongue, don’t say what I’m thinking. If you fall off, that stupid hat might save you spending the rest of your life eating through a tube.

      Before I left the east coast, my cousin Penny made me promise I wouldn’t smart off. My inability to keep my mouth shut has cost me a couple of jobs in the past. I twisted backwards, giving the complainer a look that was probably lost under the brim of my helmet—the stupid hat he referred to. Yes, I made everyone wear them, whether they rode English or Western, and whether it was their first or thousandth time getting on.

      “Liability insurance,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Lisa said. “And if you fall off and crack open your head, I won’t be the one spoon-feeding you and weeping.”

      Nice couple.

      I tweaked the reins and Cali halted. “There’s a ravine ahead. We’re going down, first.”

      “Going down,” the chubster snorted.

      Freaking moron. A moron with man boobs. I sucked in another deep breath.

      “Your horses know what to do. Sit up straight and keep your heels down. It will feel like you’re leaning back. Any questions?”

      “When are we going to run?”

      Same voice from the back. I tilted to the side so I could see him. “This is what—your second or third time on a horse?”

      He shrugged and gave me a so what? look from where he straddled Fawn. She ripped a mouthful of dust-encrusted leaves from the side of the trail.

      “When you can keep your horse from eating while she has a bit in her mouth, you might be able to handle running.” But please put on a sports bra first.

      Titters from the peanut gallery. I’m glad I can be so freaking entertaining.

      He jerked the reins to pull up Fawn’s head. I regretted saying anything and made a mental note to put him on a less forgiving horse next time. One who would turn around and bite his leg. We didn’t have a horse like that, but I could dream, right?

      Just a couple more boarders or horses in training and we’d be able to stop renting to the public. In case I haven’t mentioned it, I hate giving trail rides.

      I clucked, and Cali moved off, placing her feet carefully on the loose stones and gravel. After a hairpin turn, the trail dropped at a forty-five degree angle before leveling out to cross the creek. The horses would take care of themselves so long as none of the riders did anything stupid, like suddenly yanking one rein and pulling their mount off balance.

      Everyone remained calm as we descended. Noire splashed in the creek, which had been reduced to not much more than a trickle by the lack of rain. Her black coat blended in with the dusky shadows of the ravine. We were nearly at the bottom when something large suddenly moved through the woods, and my dog shot off barking and snarling, making a racket snapping branches as she crashed through the underbrush. All the horses jumped. Lisa shrieked. The guys cursed.

      Cali spun in the direction Noire had gone. She was still barking, probably chasing some deer. My eyes stayed on the horses, making sure none of them bolted and the riders’ butts were still connected to their saddles.

      Lisa dropped the reins wrapped both hands around the saddle horn. She’d gone pale.

      “Everyone okay?”

      “My foot came out of the stirrup,” Sue said.

      “Just hang on till we get to the bottom and I’ll help with that.”

      Cali’s black-tipped ears pricked tight, and she didn’t move when I put my leg on her. Her nostrils flared. We heard coyotes howling often enough at night, and neighbors reported seeing bobcats in the area. Those weren’t usually predators horses needed to fear.

      The woods went quiet, and I waited, listening, but the horses became restless, rustling the crisp leaves underfoot and nipping at desiccated weeds. We walked on, made the level area creekside, I fixed Sue’s stirrup, put the reins back in Lisa’s hands, and we crossed the shallow stream.

      To my relief, Noire came panting back, took a long drink, then laid down in the water to cool off before trotting alongside me and Cali.

      “Who was that?” Lisa asked.

      “What do you mean, who? It was some deer.”

      “I know what a deer looks like,” Lisa said. “Four legs. That was a person.”

      A person? This deep in the woods? My focus had been the safety of the group. Thick trees and dense brambles made seeing anything almost impossible. Whatever—whoever—it was had been gone in a flash.

      What would anyone be doing this deep into the property? It wasn’t hunting season. A neighbor wouldn’t have run off. I’d tell Malcolm when he got back from his current business trip. He’d know what to do.

      Pushing down the churn of anxiety in my gut, I said, “We’re going to trot up this hill. Lean forward a little and hold the horn so you don’t slip back.”

      Cali didn’t hesitate this time when I urged her forward. But even in trot, her glance and ears kept straying to the right.

      People could be predators, I reminded myself. I’d seen it up close and personal. Predators of the worst kind. The kind that horses—and humans—very much needed to fear.
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      As we returned from the successful ride—meaning everyone stayed on and there was minimal screaming—Zoe slouched in to work. Her pace and posture conveyed the put-upon sixteen-year-old doing something she resented, but I knew better. Mucking stalls wasn’t high on her favorites list, and when she picked up the pitchfork, she was slower than a slug in summer, but she loved being around horses as much as I did. The gleam in her eyes reminded me of me at that age.

      She grabbed a halter and lead line and ducked into the pasture, going straight for Honey, the only horse I’d allowed her to ride.

      “Hold up there, kiddo,” I said from Cali’s back.

      She froze and gave me a wide-eyed stare. She often got that bunny-being-stalked-by-a-cat look about her, and it made me wonder. Not something I had time or energy for right then, though.

      Riders dismounted. I hooked my leg over my saddle’s knee roll and loosened Cali’s girth. She tossed her head like she always did. “You’re late,” I said to Zoe. “Again.”

      “So?”

      Insolent little… “So, let Honey go and help with these horses.”

      Her gaze slid away, and she huffed, then yanked the halter over Honey’s ears.

      The mare didn’t care—she was getting out of work—but I did. I nudged Cali closer, leaned down. “If I catch you taking your frustration out on a horse again, you’re done. Got it?”

      Man Boobs sniggered, but at a glare from me, he shut it. Maybe Zoe’d be on time tomorrow. Maybe I expect too much? Over the years, a few people have mentioned that I’m very demanding. There’s nothing wrong with having high standards, though, or expecting someone to be on time.

      Zoe had shown up two months before looking for work, and Malcolm’d insisted help would allow me to spend more time riding. I couldn’t argue with that, but we couldn’t afford to pay her much, either. All she wanted, she said, was to be around the horses.

      She stroked Honey’s ears by way of apology, and we all felt better. I did, anyway.

      With the riders gone, she and I hosed off the horses and sprayed them with fly repellent before returning them to the pasture. It was the season of horseflies, bot eggs, and cockleburs. Bug spray wouldn’t keep the burrs from twisting tails into dreadlocks, but it would prevent itchy stings and those sticky little yellow eggs the bot flies lay.

      We set to cleaning stalls before it got any hotter.

      After about half an hour, Zoe broke the silence with “Sorry I was late,” from the next stall over.

      “What happened?”

      “Oh, you know. I stayed up to watch some old movie with Mrs. Erdman.”

      At least she was honest. But Mrs. Erdman was ninety if she was a day. Zoe lived with her for free in exchange for helping out. “Mrs. Erdman stays up late watching movies?”

      Zoe snorted in a very teenaged girl kind of way. “No. She falls asleep in her chair and snores with her mouth open while her cat snoozes on her chest.”

      “At which point, you could go to bed so you can get up in time for work.”

      She didn’t say anything for a while.

      Finally she offered, “I guess.” She dropped the pitchfork into the wheelbarrow with a clang. “But then, she’d be in that chair all night, and she should go to bed, too, shouldn’t she?” Zoe came to lean in the doorway of my stall. “Eventually, I put out the cat and help Mrs. Erdman to her room.”

      I stopped for a moment, wiped sweat on my shoulder, and stretched my back. “Why doesn’t she go to bed in the first place?”

      Zoe shrugged. “She says it makes her feel old to go to bed early.”

      We both laughed.

      The girl had been quiet in the beginning but had begun to come out of her shell. She was far from a chatterbox, which suited me fine. I hoped I’d been wrong about the fear, but there was still that occasional startled bunny look.

      “Tell Mrs. Erdman it’s for her own good.”

      Zoe considered this for a moment then shook her head. “You ever tried telling someone that old to do something?”

      I smiled and went back to work. “I see your point.”

      After forking the last of the wet straw into our wheelbarrows, we took our loads to the manure spreader.

      With the immediate chores completed, I could now exercise the privately owned horses. But it was at least ninety-five degrees already with humidity to match and we didn’t have an indoor arena. I went into the tack room to cool off and fortify myself with coffee before dragging a horse and my sweaty self into the sun. Hot coffee. Sounds weird on a hot day, I know. Everyone else I’d met out here preferred iced tea, but I was almost as addicted to coffee as I was to whipped cream straight from the can. Of which I had none.

      It’s too much to expect a person to give up whipped cream and swearing at the same time. But I’d done it on a dare for Malcolm. Proved I could. For a few weeks, anyway.

      I sipped my almost-as-strong-as-espresso brew and sank into the tack room’s ratty love seat. Some combination of the heat, unrestrained man boobs, and the possible poacher in the woods had my head pounding. What I needed was a couple of painkillers and a quick nap to make me fit for company. That and a run to the store to stock up on whipped cream. Enough was enough.

      Keeping a cold can of creamy goodness close to hand was the only way to deal with relentless heat, sniggering customers, potential poachers, and recalcitrant help all while not swearing. Not out loud, anyway.

      For a moment, I considered sending Zoe to the store. That would be irresponsible, right? Instead, I sent her to scrub water troughs—easy duty on a sweltering day—and slunk upstairs to the cozy apartment that came with the job.

      Falling asleep was easy. It always is. Resting, though…

      The dream begins with fog. Out of it trots Wastrel, smelling of heaven like always. Much as I loved that horse, I’m not happy to have his ghost vividly appear behind my eyes again. I’ve slept dreamlessly since JJ died, as I had all my life before coming to Winterlight.

      Then, Wastrel started galloping through my nights, digging into things I didn’t want to know about, forcing me to piece together obscure clues and solve a crime that had nothing to do with me.

      I’d thought we were done.

      Hoped we were done.

      I was wrong.

      I am determined to ignore him. My dream self turns my back, but I can’t keep it up. He’s so sweet, and we play for a few minutes. First, he won’t let me near him, our usual game, but soon he’s at my side crunching a carrot I produce from the pocket of my pants.

      Then, he’s tacked up, I’m aboard, and I can feel the constriction of a show coat around my shoulders, the tall collar of the ratcatcher at my throat. My heels are deep in my sleek black boots, and we’ve picked up canter. We circle and gain speed, clearly preparing to jump a course. Just like the old days. It feels so good to be on his back again, I smile.

      The fog clears and the competition arena comes into focus, the striped rails and panels, the flowers and grass. I can hear the crowd and smell Wastrel’s sweat. It’s the jump off. His head is up, ears forward. I’ve memorized the course. The first fence is a blue vertical, then we have a sharp right to the combination…

      No. This is the last time I rode Wastrel, the last time I rode a grand prix.

      We are not going through this again. I don’t care if it’s just a dream. I yank one rein, but he’s galloping, ignoring me. I lean back, shove my legs forward, and pull with all my might just as it all explodes.

      “No!”

      I thrashed awake and landed on the floor with a thump, breath whistling in my throat, heart hammering my ribs, Noire licking my face. Blearily, I sat up and leaned against the bed, forcing the dream fear down. But shaking it, shutting out the memories, was impossible. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, hearing the splintering wooden jump, the shattering of my heart, and tearing flesh—Wastrel’s and mine.

      The day of that accident, I awoke in intensive care, hooked to every machine the hospital had. They told me Wastrel had been put down. Later, when my body had healed, I’d abused alcohol beyond all limits, but nothing had dulled the pain.

      The first time Wastrel appeared to me in a dream was a few days after I arrived at Winterlight. Somehow, he told me the accident wasn’t my fault. He’d wanted to end it. I’d always known he didn’t like competition, but his owner forced it, and we’d gotten through it together.

      That’s why I had to pay attention. I hadn’t heeded Wastrel the first time he visited, but he’d truly been bringing me helpful messages, even if they were hard to decipher.

      Why that horse show? Why the course where we crashed, he died, and I got carried off on a stretcher? What mystery might be brewing now? I didn’t want to find another dead body or rescue anyone.

      For the time being, I put it out of my mind. If last time was any indication, Wastrel would return when next I closed my eyes, and I’d try to make sense of what he showed me. A trip to the store for whipped cream was essential now. I grabbed a peach and went downstairs.

      Zoe came in, soaked but smiling. “Do we have any more customers today?”

      “No.” I took down a bridle and decided that staying inside to clean tack made the most sense. “But Ciquala, Miss Bong, Barbie, and Gaston all need exercising. We’ll ride later after it cools off.”

      “We?” she squeaked. She went pale.

      “Yes. You’ll ride Ciq while I ride Miss Bong, and then you’ll ride Barbie while I ride Gaston. They’re good horses. You’ll be fine.”

      “Don’t you usually gallop them?”

      By her wide eyes and thin lips, I’d say she had a fear of galloping. But I felt the need for speed. Malcolm and two of our boarders liked to fox hunt in the winter. Part of my job was keeping their horses fit for that.

      With a frustrated sigh, I said, “I galloped them all a couple of days ago. Today, we’ll mostly trot.”

      She nodded, unhooked a bridle and sat. I got out the saddle soap.

      It should have been soothing. I like cleaning tack. But the dream…dread had my gut churning on anxious anticipation of whatever was coming down the pike.

      Noire scratched on the door to go out, then raced to the front of the barn, barking at a bright yellow car that pulled in and stopped.

      Zoe and I followed my dog. “Is that a taxi?” I asked.

      “Looks like it.” She zipped out the back door saying, “I’m going to check on Fawn.”

      Had the taxi spooked her? Fawn didn’t need checking. We had to talk. I wanted no surprises for the rest of my time at Winterlight.

      All four of the taxi doors opened, and the trunk lid popped up, but only the driver got out. He went to the back and produced several large suitcases. What the hell? My stomach did a scared flip. I almost cut through the back door just like Zoe had. Changing the subject and running away were my two favorite modes of defense.

      Curiosity and the weight of responsibility kept me rooted in place. With Malcolm away, I was in charge. But why hadn’t the passengers gotten out?

      I walked toward the front of the barn. Some sort of discussion or argument was going on inside the vehicle.

      A hand grasped the taxi’s door frame and an elderly man emerged from the front seat, pulling himself tall. He had thick gray hair sweeping back from his temples and forehead, and a full beard and mustache. He cradled several potted plants against his chest as if they were his only and most prized possessions. I’d never seen him before.

      A younger man got out of the back seat. Also tall, thinner than the first, his hair sporting glints of silver.

      The air, already still and shimmery with heat, grew stifling, backing my breath up into my chest. I recognized the unmistakable profile first, the nose with the slight slope, well-defined lips, strong chin.

      Images from the dream kicked my gut and made me sway with the same disorientation I’d felt as Wastrel and I began the course.

      From the other side of the cab came a woman in large sunglasses and a simple sleeveless black sheath, her dark hair slicked back into a signature chignon.

      I put one hand against the wall. The other covered my chest, willing my heart to continue beating. Where had they come from?

      The elder man’s eyes drank in the scenery like a prisoner released from solitary. He put down the plants, slammed the taxi door, picked a handkerchief from his pants pocket, mopped his face.

      Zoe came up behind me. “Is that weed?”

      Leave it to the sixteen-year-old to jump to the most optimistic conclusion.

      “Tomatoes.”

      “How can you tell from here?”

      “My Aunt Trudy has tomato plants she defends militantly—as that guy likely does,” I said with a short nod in his direction. “I can tell by the way he holds them.”

      “Like a bomb?”

      “Like a baby.”
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      The woman spoke first. “Is that you, Viola?”

      “One-hundred-thirty-seven dollars and fifty cents,” the driver said.

      Without glancing away from me, she said, “Make yourself useful, Adrian. Pay the man.”

      The words came out clipped, cultured, the accent well practiced.

      Zoe moved her hand back and forth in front of my face. “You there?”

      I shook my head.

      The scene had gone all razor-edged black-and-white contrasts except for two colors that stood out: the shiny red of the woman’s dangling earrings and the yellow cab.

      Adrian handed over a stack of bills and the cab left, raising a cloud of dust to blow through the barn.

      The woman coughed delicately. The two men, both tall and fit looking, made no comment. I remained where I stood, clammy and queasy.

      Keeping my voice low, I told Zoe, “Stay here.”

      “Who are they?” she whispered back.

      I gazed at them a moment longer, trying to make the two in front a different pair of people. But their lean figures and elegant features refused to become anyone other than who they were.

      “My parents.”
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      Zoe, like the good teenager she was, or maybe more like the friend she was becoming, ignored my directive and followed when I took a couple of jerky steps toward the front of the barn. Forward, when every cell screamed back. Compelled in the direction of pain instead of away from it, my feet betraying my heart.

      My insides were frozen, my brain locked up, and the rest of my body rigid. I stopped. Zoe stood beside me.

      “Aren’t you going to say something?” my mother asked.

      She and Adrian had taken a tentative step closer, too, and stood silhouetted in the square opening of the building. The older man wiped his face again and watched. My mother turned to my father.

      “Why won’t she say anything?”

      He’d finally pulled his gaze away from me to take in his surroundings, a view which must have been so alien, them having spent nearly their entire lives in urban European locales.

      “This…must be…a surprise,” he said, as if the thought had just occurred. Whether this comment was meant for me, his wife, the as yet unidentified  man, or himself, it was hard to tell.

      Shock was more like it, but my brain had begun to function enough for me to clear my throat and ask, “What are you doing here?”

      “A fine welcome,” my mother said.

      “You weren’t expecting them?” Prickly awareness laced Zoe’s tone…but I couldn’t gnaw that bone just then.

      “Not. At. All.” I paused to drag in a shallow breath.

      “Are you going to leave us standing out here in this heat?” Again, she turned to my father. “I told you we should get a hotel.”

      “What are you doing here?” I repeated, more loudly. “How did you find me?”

      Zoe’s body jerked as if she’d been slapped. “You hiding out here?”

      My eyes cut sideways. What the hell made this kid so finely tuned?

      “Not exactly. I’ll explain later.”

      Clearly, my parents and their traveling companion intended to stay.

      Needed to stay? The thought came as a surprise.

      Why, on a day when I had no whipped cream and Malcolm wasn’t home? His steady strength beside me would bolster my ability to cope, to maintain my sanity. Without him near, I felt even less hospitable than usual, so much so I could begin to dislike myself.

      What did they want? I gestured at he of the many plants.

      “Who is this?”

      Adrian and the elder looked at each other while my mother lifted her chin and longingly studied the cab’s dust cloud. Color leached back into the scene, their faces pale against the pasture and trees behind them. For a sec, they were all etched in stark profile, like a pre-Raphaelite painting.

      Again, my breath hitched. Even with age, the older man’s face was my father’s.

      My father, who’d always claimed to be an orphan, shrugged, shoved his long fingers in his pockets, and turned his gaze to the ground. Guilty, guilty, guilty.

      My grandfather—Jesus, who else could he be?—who until that moment had never existed, lifted his shoulders in a resigned version of the same shrug and added a heavenward roll of his eyes for good measure. Then, he flicked a glance over his shoulder so quick, I almost missed it. He smiled and shifted the pots he held from one side to the other. They were all—plants and people alike—beginning to wilt.

      My mother crossed her arms and looked like she wanted to tap her foot. “That’s Giacomo.”

      Giacomo straightened his spine and nodded at me. “Giacomo Russo,” he said in a voice raspy with stories waiting to be told. Something in my chest—my heart I suppose—did a big thump.

      With a fatalistic sigh, I walked through the barn, past my parents, and up to Giacomo, taking one of the plants. He hesitated, just for a blink, then handed it over with a grateful smile. His eyes skittered to my parents, subtly rolled again, then met mine with a gleeful gleam.

      He and I were going to get along just fine. I picked up another of the plastic pots.

      “Come inside.”

      I led the way to the house, a distance of about three hundred feet up a dirt and gravel driveway that would ruin my mother’s high heels.

      I could have grabbed one of their suitcases. I didn’t want to. I could have hugged them. That was out of the question. I could have dredged up an iota of welcome. If they were…welcome.

      As I trudged toward the house, I came to grips with my main feeling.

      Fury.

      I was absolutely, completely, totally enraged they had invaded Winterlight. Despite all the craziness since I’d arrived, I realized right then I’d come to think of the farm as my place, too. Not just Malcolm’s. I’d been embraced here, respected. Looked up to, even. I belonged in a way I never had before.

      I could not share this place with them. Would not.

      At the same time, curiosity sprinted to catch up. Although they’d abandoned me as an infant, they’d also created the trust fund that had driven me here. The mysterious trust fund—amount undisclosed—that could be my ticket to freedom, or might be next to nothing.

      How did Giacomo fit? What had Wastrel been trying to tell me? Is this what the churning and the dream were about? I really needed a fresh batch of whipped cream.

      By the time I reached the porch, my need to understand what the hell they were doing here had almost shouldered aside my anger. Almost.

      From behind me came the sound of wheeled luggage bumping and scraping up the drive, but no conversation, no questions, no demands.

      Noire trotted to my right, and Zoe stuck to my left.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      Her concern, and her unexpected loyalty, touched me.

      “Keep an eye on things in the barn. Clean more tack.”

      “Clean tack. Got it.”

      I set the tomato plants on the porch. My parents caught up. I thanked Zoe and held the door. They dragged their bags over the threshold into the front room. Giacomo came up the steps slowly, his restless eyes taking in the sturdy lines of the old farmhouse, and as near as I could tell, counting the windows. He set the plants he carried next to the others.

      My father had hauled up two large way-beyond-their-prime Louis Vuitton soft-sided suitcases. My mother managed to bring in one small carry-on which she dropped the moment they entered. Three or four more frayed pieces leaned against each other in front of the barn.

      They could stay there all night for all I cared.

      My parents could, too.

      Zoe caught my eye before turning toward her chores. Yell if you need me she telegraphed. The kid knew something about difficult parent-child relationships. I just wasn’t sure what it was.

      I let the screen door slam and stifled a satisfied smirk when my mother jumped.

      “I suppose you’d like something to drink.” I headed down the hallway to the kitchen.

      There, I leaned against the counter and hyperventilated. Why hadn’t I gone out for whipped cream when I had the chance? I got an ice cube and held it to my forehead, then slid it down my neck. The sense that the top of my head might blow off passed, and I fixed four glasses of iced tea, adding sugar to one for my dad and lemon to mine. My spidey sense told me Giacomo would be content with whatever I gave him. But I couldn’t remember how my mother took hers or if she even deigned to drink ordinary tea. After all, she was no ordinary woman. At least, not in her estimation.

      When I returned, she perched on the edge of a flat, backless bench, her strong dancer’s legs neatly crossed at the ankle and her hands in her lap, pulled tightly into herself as if too much contact with the real world might dull her shine. My father struck a forced pose of nonchalance by the fireplace, his arm resting along the white mantle.

      God help me.

      Giacomo settled back into the sofa like a stone sinking into mud. His white button-down shirt had dark stains beneath the arms. The ancient striped tie hanging loosely down his front had a couple of spots on it.

      I passed out the drinks. Dad thanked me and tipped it back. Mom looked doubtful—or was that disdain in those downturned lips?—and didn’t take the glass. I plonked it on the table next to her atop the latest issue of Horse Illustrated and dropped myself onto the end of the couch opposite Giacomo.

      My grandfather—did I really have an extended family?—and I sipped tea.

      I’d asked what they were doing here—twice—and had yet to receive an answer. As we stared at each other, I did a little calculating and came up with the number five.

      Five months.

      The sum total of time these two had ever spent with me since I was born. Small wonder I felt no connection but plenty of resentment. The chance they’d developed a sudden flash of parental love didn’t exist. Which meant only one thing…

      They needed me.

      God help them.

      I glanced at the clock above the fireplace. My mother’s sharp gaze followed.

      “Are we keeping you from something?”

      “There’s always work to do,” I said as evenly as I could.

      “Honestly, Viola, you never change,” she said. “You look well, by the way. The country agrees with you. Aren’t you glad to see us? It’s been a long time.”

      Sixteen years. Not nearly long enough.

      “Since we’re being honest, no. I’m not glad to see you. Why should I be?”

      “Vi—” my father started, but not unkindly.

      “Viola,” my mother cut him off. “What an awful thing to say.”

      Dad put his hand on her shoulder and murmured a soothing, “Not now, Gem Gem.”

      His pet name for my darling mother, Gemma Marie.

      She tossed his hand away and rose, smoothing her dress. Dad pushed her back to the seat. She sat with a huff, thinking better of whatever scolding she’d been about to hurl.

      Exactly how I’d issued from these two defied logic, but there it was. How Adrian might have issued from Giacomo was clearly another story altogether.

      My mother produced a wadded-up tissue from some hidden pocket and dabbed her forehead. “Viola, can you please turn up the air-conditioning? It’s positively sweltering in here. I don’t know how you stand it.”

      “I’m usually outside,” I answered, leaning forward, drinking more tea, and refusing to blot the sweat on my upper lip. “We don’t keep the AC on when no one’s in the house, except in the bedrooms upstairs. Perhaps you should go to a hotel. The nearest one is thirty minutes down the highway. I’d be happy to give you a lift. You won’t be able to hail a cab out here.”

      Oh, the satisfaction I’d get from flinging their luggage into the back of my pickup and making them cram into the cab with me, my mother straddling the shifter. I almost smiled.

      Giacomo grunted, but exactly what aspect of the conversation he was punctuating, I don’t know. My parents glanced at each other, communicating silently like they must have done on the dance floor for years. A hunted look flickered over my mother’s face. There and gone in a flash, quickly replaced by her renowned haughtiness. This time, it was her profile that caught me off-guard, as if I’d suddenly seen my reflection off a storefront window out of the corner of my eye.

      Spooky.

      My father’s face gave less away. You wouldn’t think I could read them so well, but he reassured her with his eyes. Follow my lead.

      “Vi,” my father said. “We’d like to stay here with you.”

      His usually smooth tenor caught briefly on the words with you. He sipped the last of his tea and added, “for a little while.”

      “A little while?”

      The phone rang. Grateful for an excuse to get away and desperate to hear Malcolm’s voice, I dashed to the kitchen and grabbed the receiver.

      “Malcolm?” I nearly shouted. “You won’t believe—”

      “It’s Clara. Why are you yelling?” she asked. “Did I see a taxi over there?”

      God bless our neighbor, Clara.

      “Yes. Yes, you did.”

      “Ever’thing all right?”

      After a deep inhalation, I exhaled noisily through my nose.

      “Guess not,” she said. “You need pie? Just pulled a rhubarb custard out the fridge. I might could bring it over on the Gator.” She sniffed, then sneezed. “Woo. Think I got cinnamon up my nose.”

      Relief made my knees turn to water. Clara was as far as you could get from my mother, and tough, too, didn’t take crap from anybody. She had a sixth sense about when I needed a piece of straight-from-the-oven—or fridge—pie, a commodity that flowed endlessly and magically from her kitchen. The Gator was her favorite new thing—a six-wheeled utility vehicle with a dump bed she used any excuse to take out for a drive.

      “My parents are here.”

      “Why, I didn’t know they was comin’ to visit. Why didn’t you tell me? I woulda baked a cake.”

      Company was always cause for celebration in Clara’s book.

      “They just showed up. Pie works fine.”

      “Oh, I forgot. Your parents done you wrong and you don’t exactly like them.”

      I hate them, I almost blurted. Truth? I didn’t know them well enough to expend the energy it took to hate.

      Which was easier to say than do. Or not do.

      What I felt was confused. Beneath the anger, and entwined with years of frustration and unanswered questions that had produced an ill-adjusted and equally ill-tempered adult, lay a child.

      A child still longing to be loved.

      Aunt Trudy and uncle Victor—the people who raised me—loved me, of that I was sure, even if they tended to keep their emotions close. But sometimes, they tried too hard. They knew I had a giant, gasping wound. Their attention didn’t make up for knowing my real parents had abandoned me. By choice. Not by necessity. The little girl inside still howled with the pain. But I’d always thought this hurt was one my father understood, a thread that connected us despite almost never being together. After all, he’d been left on the steps of an orphanage still slick with afterbirth.

      Or so I’d always been told.

      Now, it appeared, the story—our connection—had unraveled.

      Clara’s voice brought me back to the present. “Vi?”

      Much as I wanted someone else in the house, anything to buffer the fire that had leapt to life in my chest, dragging Clara into it wasn’t kind.

      “Now probably isn’t the best time. I’ll call you later if we need the pie.”

      “I got Cool Whip.”

      My insides went all squiggly. It wasn’t as good as the canned stuff but worked a treat in a pinch.

      “Bring it over.”
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      Zoe would surely want pie, too, I thought as I slowly returned to the front room. I’d call her in, and we’d make inane small talk. The inevitable confrontation—the one I felt pressing against my insides—would be avoided, or at least, postponed.

      When I got there, Adrian and Gemma turned their heads to look at me. Dad wore a hopeful half smile. Mom tried to hide behind her cultivated disdain, but fear lurked in unexpected shadows around her eyes and tightness at the corners of her mouth.

      Giacomo’s head lolled on the couch cushion. He snored, his open mouth revealing a decent set of teeth.

      Prickly heat rushed my neck and scalp. The air in the room, already heavy with damp, congealed at my temples and tripped down my spine.

      I needed to get out. Now.

      My parents sharing the air I breathed didn’t help. Adrenaline propelled me forward.

      “Have to do something outside.”

      The screen door slammed against the wall then squeaked back into its frame behind me.

      “Stay here,” I ordered over my shoulder.

      As if they’d set so much as one of their highly esteemed and insured toes inside the barn. As if they’d lower themselves to learn anything about me or what I cared about.

      My heart clogged my throat. Despite the unrelenting sun burning my head—or maybe because of it—I ran.

      Noire bounded up as if this were a game, shaking water off her pelt, smelling of the pond.

      A gazzilion thoughts and questions collided in my brain.

      Needed to call my cousin, Penny. Did she know my parents were stateside?

      What would Malcolm say? If he was smart, he’d fire my ass.

      No, we had a contract.

      I jogged past the luggage, into the barn, and stopped, breathing hard. I stood there a moment with my eyes closed. The scents of fresh straw and hay and sweat and horses and leather all mingled together like distinctive perfume in my nose.

      It grounded me.

      Malcolm needed me. My job was safe.

      I was a selfish bitch.

      That was nothing new. I’d had only me to look out for me for so long, it was hard to shake the habit.

      I went to the tack room and called Penny. She answered on the first ring.

      “Hey,” I said, “that was fast. You sitting on the phone?”

      A slight hesitation. “No.” A note of distress, quickly covered. “I’m waiting for the doctor to call.”

      I gave myself a mental head slap. Penny was due to have a baby in a couple of weeks.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Probably nothing serious.”

      Too fast an answer. Crap. All my worries flew out the window. Well, most of them, anyway. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Nothing, really. It’s fine.”

      “You’ve never been a good liar.”

      She sighed. “Remember how I was a little short of breath?”

      “That was weeks ago. You’re just getting it checked out now? Penny.” I said her name like I say Noire’s when she rolls in something dead.

      “Not helping,” she scolded.

      “Sorry.”

      Penny and I were like sisters, seeing as how we’d been raised together. Almost twins. Her parents took me in while her mother—Aunt Trudy—was pregnant. I was just six months older than my sweet cousin. But she often took the role of the more mature older sister.

      “It could be a couple of things,” she said. “I might have to spend the rest of the pregnancy in bed.”

      She could use the rest. But this wasn’t the way she’d want to get it. And her husband wasn’t exactly the nursemaid type.

      “But then everything will be all right?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      I’m not sure who she was trying to convince, me or herself.

      “How’s everything there?”

      Something in her voice, a forced lightness, a reluctance to hear the answer to a question she felt compelled to ask.

      I tried to keep it down, but couldn’t stop new anger from bubbling up.

      “You knew!”

      “I’m sorry. It’s not my fault, I swear. It was Mom. She said she wanted to send you a birthday card. She must have given your address to them. It wasn’t me, I swear!”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. My birthday had been back in May, right after I’d gotten here
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