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Synopsis

Montana rancher, Becky Miles (who decidedly drops the
Becky part) is drawn into the snake pit of internalized homophobia
when she travels to Vermont to find out if her gal, Jane Scott
still loves her. Jane’s life is enmeshed by old guilt and
compassion for Georgia, whose horse training business is tarnished
by a tragic death in her barn. Miles has little patience for
Georgia, a closeted lesbian who is desperate to pass among the
upper crust of the horse show world. Neither Jane nor Miles has any
idea, at first, just how desperate Georgia is to pass in the
straight world.
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Chapter One

“Aw, hell.” I sank my chin onto my arms, stretched
out on the warm metal roof of the car. I squinted, watching Jane’s
plane bank over the capitol of Montana, gain altitude, and line its
nose up with the rising sun. Straight for Vermont. The small plane
slipped through the space between the Elkhorn and Belt Mountains,
and I felt myself shrinking along with the metal speck.

Love. Dammit, Miles, you sure did let yourself fall
this time. Too much territory between our bodies, that’s for damn
sure.

A small, impatient whine came from Skippy. I slapped
the dust from my Stetson with unnecessary force against my leg and
walked around the car to the driver’s side. “Move over, bud.”

She did, quickly curling up on the seat and putting
her long nose across my leg to look up at me with her mismatched
blue and brown eyes. I stroked the silky light brown hair between
her ears and felt a deep comfort that she loved me. One thing about
a dog. You never had to wonder would they love you tomorrow.

Tilting the rearview mirror, I assessed the damage
from saying good-bye to the woman I loved. My gray eyes were real
pretty with red around them. My nostrils had matching red rims. In
bright contrast, that old scar crossed my cheek. I eyed the bright
white band of skin the sun never reached at the top of my forehead,
and then I scrambled up my short sandy hair to get rid of the
flattened bowl appearance from the hat. A real winner. Lipstick
lesbian? Not.

I tossed my hat, crown down, onto the backseat, stuck
the key into the ignition, and headed in to Helena. The grocery
shopping didn’t take long. My heart wasn’t in my stomach just then.
Didn’t have a choice, though, since the groceries were sixty miles
from home, and I didn’t get to town that often.

A couple of days passed without a word from Jane. I
had fallen hard for her after I found her sprawled on the dirt. The
black mare, Night, had appeared at my ranch, and it didn’t take a
genius to figure something was wrong. I’d backtracked the mare with
the help of my dog. Jane had escaped the horse van, which was
transporting stolen top performance horses headed for new
identities, by riding the big Trakehner mare into the mountains
near my ranch. Her freedom had exposed the whole horse theft ring,
and the Sandman, who could be hired to put horses to sleep for the
insurance.

And now I’d allowed my heart to be vulnerable. Why on
earth couldn’t I just meet a gal who lived around here so I didn’t
have to struggle with Eastern values or have to commute thousands
of miles for sex and companionship.

That evening, after a full day’s work fixing fence,
my brother left for the bunkhouse, and I dialed Jane’s number. I
sat listening to the ringing phone, but the answering machine took
my call. This was getting tiresome. I shook myself and faced the
fact she wasn’t home. I’d call her tomorrow or the day after. Maybe
I was too eager. What the hell.

Trouble was, a week went by with nothing. Not a call
from Jane. One day I picked up the mail and found a letter from
her, ripping it open with some vigor. It was all about shipping
instructions for Night. Her identity search to find her former
owners had come up blank.

A few days later, we loaded Night in a van heading
for Victoria Branch’s home, Jane’s closest friend. The mare had a
reputation for being a vixen. What no one seemed to understand was
that with enough exercise and freedom, the mare was a peach. I
again tried to call Jane and the same empty, hollow message greeted
me. Right before I planned on hanging up and not leaving a message,
Jane picked up, breathless.

“Darling, I’ve missed you. Sorry I’ve been so busy,”
Jane said. “I tried to call you over the weekend.”

I sighed. With no contact, your mind could play
“abandoned” tricks on you. “Norburt had his big campout, and I
chaperoned.”

“Did he have a good time?”

“Yes. And I enjoyed watching him run around with his
friends. I’ll have to see if he can have pals from the
developmental school up here for an overnight.”

“He’d love that. That black mare on her way
here?”

“Yesterday afternoon. They expected arrival in about
five days in Vermont. They’re going to Saratoga first.”

“Good. I’ll let Victoria know.”

“I gave the driver your map and directions. I sure do
miss you, honey.”

“Yes, well, I’ll try to come out for a visit later on
in the summer.”

“You better, or I’ll come and get you.” I forced a
laugh, not feeling a hundred percent like laughing. “Are you going
to be ready for the rodeo? Have you been practicing with your
rope?”

“I haven’t had time. Things have been…”

“Oh?” Something in her voice worried me. “What’s
wrong, Jane?”

“I’m fine.” The pause following this made my ears
prick up. “When Night arrives, Victoria plans on boarding her with
an old friend, Georgia. Well, she’s more a childhood friend of
mine. Vic is going to work the mare on Combined Training. Georgia
says it would be a shame to waste the mare on pleasure riding.”

“Oh. So, how does that keep you from calling me?”

“I tried a couple of times. The thing is Georgia has
had some trouble at her barn. A woman she was coaching for the
Olympics, Megan Fisk, died. Tragically. She’s very upset.”

“A horse accident, or is it murder?” I was only half
joking. The long silence on her end chilled me.

“No, not murder. Or at least not her. Evidently,
Megan injected her horse with some lethal drug, and the horse must
have struck her when he fell. Killed her. The police think it may
have been an attempted do-it-yourself killing to collect on the
insurance. Megan was in training for the Rolex.”

“What’s that?”

“One of the biggest international three-day events in
the world. A win there is as good as a slot on the Olympic Team.”
Jane’s tone of voice transmitted amazement that anyone alive didn’t
know this.

“Why would she kill her horse if she was that close
to Olympic selection?” That didn’t make sense to me.

“She had a horse coming along in training that
Georgia thought was better than her main horse. The insurance money
would have gone a long way toward paying her expenses getting to
the Rolex.”

“I guess. People are sick.” I tried to reason where
all this was going.

“The insurance company is flipping out. They suspect
this was something Georgia engineered because other insured horses
under her care have died. It looks bad.”

“If the woman who died was the beneficiary on the
horse’s death, there’s no need to worry. What’s the fuss
about?”

“That’s the trouble. She co-owned the horse with
Georgia, so it’s automatically Georgia’s money now. She’s under a
terrible strain and needs help with the adult lessons. Megan used
to do that in exchange for board for her two horses. That’s why I
need to be here for now.”

“Is she gay?”

“What? What’s that have to do with my helping
her?”

“Do you want me to spell it out? Are you interested
in her? Do I need to be jealous?”

“Really, Miles. That’s ridiculous.”

“You still haven’t said.”

“Of course not!”

“She’s not gay?”

“No, she is. But I love you, and you don’t have any
reason to worry about my affections. She’s very closeted, even to
me. I personally don’t get how lesbians can be closeted today.
Especially in Vermont.”

“Jane, I don’t trust dykes who are closeted from
other dykes. That’s the darkest closet.”

“I think you’re judging her harshly, Miles.”

“It’s not that. We all need to be careful of queer
hating. I’ve found that scared lesbians tend to lash out at other
dykes. Like abused horses, you can’t turn your backs on them.”

“You don’t need to lecture me, Miles. I know all that
as well as you.”

“Yes, of course you do. Guess I was ranting. But,
sweetie, what’s her problem?”

“I know why she’s so closeted. She had an awful
experience at Pony Club camp, when we were both young. She had a
raging affair with one of the campers. A love letter surfaced, and
Georgia’s father stormed the camp, blamed the camp directors, Pony
Club, girls, and horses, the whole works for sullying his daughter.
He took Georgia home.”

Jane paused. I waited in the silence for her to work
through whatever she was thinking.

She took a deep breath, letting it out in a sigh.
“Once, recently, we went out to dinner together. She got
surprisingly drunk. I’d never seen her like that. She told me
something I cannot pass on, swore me to silence. From the time she
returned home, she had private riding instructors, exclusively
male, of course. I’ve only briefly seen her at shows and events
until a couple of months ago.”

“The reality is, Jane, that many of us have had
something like that happen to us, and we’ve gone on. Survived
together. Queer hating is bad, no matter who does the hating.”

“You can’t possibly know Georgia’s exact situation
and judge it. Why are you lumping all lesbians together? It’s up to
her when she wants to come out. And I hate you comparing her to a
mad horse.”

I tried pretty hard to not laugh, but the sounds
managed to filter through the phone line. “Jane. Jane, I’m sorry.
I’m not laughing at you, just the mad horse part. You are
absolutely right. Everyone’s situation is different. So what
exactly happened in Megan’s death?”

“Megan and her horse were found dead in his stall.
The horse died from a lethal injection. The syringe was in Megan’s
hand, and she died from a blow to the head. The horse’s shod hoof
struck her on the temple.”

“This Megan must have been a pretty ruthless gal. Did
you know her?”

“Not well. I’ve watched her ride. She was a truly
beautiful rider. Most of what I know of her Georgia’s told me.”
Jane didn’t speak for a moment, and I listened to her quiet
breathing.

“What’s troubling you?”

Jane quickly answered, “Nothing especially. There are
heavy expenses for amateurs—air transport, grooms, vet bills. She
must have had sponsors, though.”

“Is it remotely possible someone else killed her
horse or her?”

“Miles, she had the syringe in her hand.”

“She could’ve picked it up off the bedding, or it
might have been planted on her.”

“This is true. But who would kill her horse in the
first place?”

Neither one of us could comprehend this. I dredged up
motives. “A rival? Stable hand she pissed off? Somebody who hated
her, or an ex-lover? Was she the sort of person to kill her own
horse?”

Jane’s silence ended with a sigh. “I can’t understand
why anyone would kill a horse. So I guess I’m not a good judge of
that.”

“You have a good heart, Jane. Part of why I love
you.”

Sometime in the middle of breaking that horse theft
bunch, I’d realized how hard I’d fallen for Jane. I hadn’t liked
discovering this. Life had been coasting along just fine before she
turned up on Night, a smelly package delivered express via horse
van from Vermont.

Maybe my existence had been more like drifting before
Jane. Now my body and heart hummed, fully alert. And ached, too.
Well, I’d ride this horse as far as it carried me. Even though my
experience told me horses could buck you off or go lame.

Our lives were so different. She was a Quaker with
views I puzzled over. The death of her parents had left her a
legacy of inherited money and a painful scar. Some wounds took
longer to heal than others, but I thought she was making headway.
She was lucky she didn’t have to work an eight-hour job. Did the
work she loved, her newspaper writing. But there, we were the same.
I did the work I loved, too, though the pay wasn’t as good.

That afternoon, dark, full-bodied thunderclouds built
over the mountains to the northwest. At the first crack of
lightning, I scratched my outdoor plans and headed into the small
room I used as an office. Once I’d written all the checks for
September’s bills and sealed them in the envelopes, I took a hard
look at my bank account. Right now the balance was pretty low, but
once the calves were shipped in October, I’d have working capital
for another year. The savings book wasn’t much better, but I could
squeeze out a plane fare to Vermont.

I considered again the possibility of building a
couple of quaint log cabins for dudes. Other ranches had
successfully filled out the year’s income by diversifying. I might
even be able to attract upscale lesbians to the ranch for a summer
vacation. At least two of the ranch horses could work for
beginners, or the women could bring their own horses.

And how am I going to handle the extra work?
My brain is already dull with exhaustion by the end of the day. And
there’s no money to pay anyone, at least not yet. Then I remembered
me in Ag school at the university and some of the gals being so
jealous that I could go home to work on the ranch for my parents,
while they were headed back to Chicago or Seattle with no horses in
their lives. Perhaps I could entice a nice young dyke Ag student to
spend the summer and help me. I could see definite possibilities to
that plan.

I glanced out the window and saw the sorrel Arabian
mare, Alec, standing out in her corral, nose to the wind and ears
up. The storm-driven wind lifted her mane, and her tail fanned out
like she was racing across the hills.

She had come to me from the horse rescue
organization. She had been abandoned with only weeds to eat, and
she was a walking skeleton except for her barrel, huge from the
foal growing inside. If it rained like I thought it would in the
next few minutes, I didn’t want her out in the wet and wind getting
chilled. I slapped on a hat, grabbed a slicker off the hook, and
took off for the barn.

When I went through her stall to the corral, I saw
the wind had blown the outside door shut, so she couldn’t have
gotten back in if she’d wanted. Made a note in my mind to put a
sturdy hook on that door.

Alec saw me, did her weird chuka nicker, and half
trotted toward me. I touched her on the neck and led her inside,
closing the bottom of the outside door so she could see out the
top. The wide overhang of the roof would keep her dry. I rested my
elbow across her back, just behind her withers, and the two of us
watched the storm come in, gusting through the sage with a moaning
whistle that brought both a shiver and a smile to my face.

“Will you wait to bring that colt out until I get
back? You look like you’ve got a month to go. Whoever would let a
mare get pregnant to foal at the start of winter?” Of course she
had no answer to that. I hoped there wouldn’t be staggering vet
bills along with this new colt. Alec had wormed her way into my
heart and I didn’t want her to die with complications.

I put a small scoop of oats and corn into her bucket,
flipped a couple of sections of alfalfa hay into her rack, and ran
back to the house. The rain felt hard and cold through my
slicker.

I thought I’d ask my cousin Tess if she would come
stay with Norburt for a few weeks. Sometimes one of the part-time
workers at the developmental home was available to hire, but I
never liked to do that. Hated to leave Norburt with a stranger
because they usually treated him as though he knew nothing and let
him do even less.

One time he argued about feeding the chickens with
someone I’d lined up just for a weekend. He knew what to do, but
the guy wouldn’t let him go into the hen house to feed or collect
the eggs. Now they had him down as “combative.”

Tess agreed to stay, and I was relieved because I
knew he was happiest when she stayed with him. I had to be back in
time to round the cows up from the high country before the snow got
too deep and big game hunting season began. Once the cows had been
gathered and were in the low meadows, I had to start feeding, and
that tied me to the ranch. The next few weeks were the best time in
the year for me to leave. I bought a round-trip ticket, returning
October fifth. That would give me two weeks in the East. The return
date left me with a slim ten days to round up the stock. This
Georgia thing needed to be checked out, and I wanted to see if Jane
and I had lost our click.


Chapter Two

My guts felt like lead as I shuffled through the
security line at the airport. I hadn’t expected the aftermath of
the September eleventh tragedy to unnerve me to this degree, but I
don’t fly that much. I watched my one carry-on bag travel the
conveyor belt through the x-ray machine. The alarm shrieked when I
stepped through the metal detector. Everyone tensed up and looked
at me. I’d emptied my pockets into a plastic tray but had forgotten
about my ever-present jackknife in my watch pocket.

I had to leave my penknife in Helena, sealed in a
brown manila envelope. An elderly lady had to leave her knitting
needles and baby sweater behind, too. Then I recalled Jane’s scent
as I held her, drinking in as much as I could hold before she
boarded the plane to fly back to Vermont. I felt the full kick of
the memory, and yet it seemed lifetimes ago. How could the time
that had passed be a mere four months?

Crazy. Now I was flying east to see if she still
loved me.

Fighting back a surge of tears rising from my guts, I
looked around the Helena airport to distract me from my memories.
It had been seriously rebuilt after 9 / 11, taking on some
decorator’s idea of “the West.” It had been a funky big room with a
wing off one end for a café and the baggage claim. In the center of
the big room had hung the Moth, a red airplane that had managed to
land in a Montana pasture in 1829. All around the walls had been
the stuffed heads of every game animal in Montana, their glass eyes
fixed accusingly on the travelers. Always reminded me of Gary
Larson cartoons.

Now all the animals were gone, victims of politically
correct times. I suppose something was to be said for not
glorifying animals as trophies. And the Moth had flown elsewhere. I
missed the little red plane. The decorators had achieved some
vision of the West—their own, most likely. Now the Helena airport
looked exactly like the Bozeman terminal.

I waited for the other passengers to board, seated in
the plane with my forehead on the scratch-fogged plastic window,
watching while workers loaded luggage and gassed up. What am I
getting myself into? Jane had sounded reined-in when I’d told
her I was coming. The phone call came back to me in stabs.

“Why, of course I’m pleased. When are you arriving?
I’ll try to meet you.”

“Try? Damn, Jane. Don’t put yourself out.”

“It’s just that I’m really busy. Between this thing
with Georgia and an article I have to—”

“Hey. No problem. I’ll rent a car.” I was so pissed,
I’d hung up on her.

She called me back later that evening, and we’d sort
of made up. I was still renting the car, though. Thanks to the
round-trip ticket, I’d stuck myself there for two weeks, hoping it
wouldn’t be the vacation from beyond hell.

Well, I made up my mind that if it turned out to be a
mistake and Jane didn’t love me anymore and was gaga about this gal
Georgia, then I’d go do something else. I always wanted to see the
coast of Maine and, living in Montana, I never got enough of
lobster. Deer Isle and its old farms and summer houses for rich
Bostonians sounded interesting, and it was the jumping-off place
for Isle au Haut, a part of Arcadia. I’d heard about a great
bed-and-breakfast run by lesbians near Blue Hill.

I’d talked myself into thinking that this backup trip
might be the better choice. All the maps and sightseeing folders
were stuffed into a side pocket of my suitcase. Just in case.

*

Damned if she didn’t meet me. The second I saw her, I
knew it would all be okay. Those doggoned telephones were no
replacement for eyes, and hers held warmth and happiness at seeing
me. She put her arms around me and held me tight and hard, bringing
me home.

I rested my chin on the top of her head and let her
warm every inch of me, and then I held her back to look at her.
Curly auburn hair, soft brown eyes, and freckles all around a great
smile. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

“And you’re a balm for a sore heart,” Jane
answered.

I laughed with relief. “Guess you won’t make me stay
in a motel, then?”

“I changed the sheets.”

“Wow. I’m honored. I’ve got that car reserved.” I
scanned the forest of signs looking for one reading Car
Rental.

“You can cancel it. You’re ridin’ with me, pard.”

I gave her a slow smile, and she took it.

“Is that your only bag?” She pointed at my
carry-on.

“Yuppers. Traveling light. Look at that mess, people
climbing all over each other to get their bags first.” I nodded my
head toward the clogged baggage area. “Bring me up to date on your
life,” I said, looking around at my surroundings. Too many people
and too much electric lighting.

“You mean Georgia’s problems?” Jane took my arm, and
we walked down a wide passage filled with hurrying people.

“Yeah.” I glanced at her. “Yours, too, I guess.”

“I have gotten caught up in it. Georgia’s reputation
is damaged. Some of the Pony Club parents have pulled their kids’
horses out of her barn. Her worst fear.”

We walked through endless corridors filled with
people who avoided eye contact. At home I never passed even a
stranger without saying something or at least nodding. Usually it
was by name: “How’s Mary?” and Mary would say, “Fine. And how’s
your mother?” For me, being in the middle of so many people and not
acknowledging or recognizing each other was lonely.

Then I realized I was seen, but it didn’t make it any
better. I noticed surreptitious stares and whispers behind hands,
so obvious I wondered why it was done. Some kid said, “Look, Mommy,
a cowboy,” then laughed an unpleasant laugh.

His mother jerked his arm and said, “Hush.”

I was invisible in the West. High-heeled cowboy
boots, blue jeans, pearl-studded shirt. Here I was some kind of
freak.

“You weren’t listening, were you, Miles?”

“No. No, honey, I wasn’t.”

I didn’t realize how out of place I would feel in the
East. No one thought of women doing the work on a ranch. Trying to
remind myself that dressing different and coming from a different
culture didn’t make me a freak, just made me a fresh change for
Eastern eyes, I climbed into Jane’s 4Runner. It felt like a cabin
in a storm.

I took an even, steady breath, trying hard not to
feel so relieved. “I’m listening now.”

“What was all that about?” Jane said, giving me a
curious look.

“Too damned many people. How far is it to your
place?”

“A couple of hours.” Jane laughed a little. “You have
been on the ranch too long, haven’t you?”

“I guess. I forget much of the rest of the world is
pretty crowded. Oh, you know, I know it in my head, but my body
doesn’t until I’m in the middle of a bunch of people milling
around.”

“Are you hungry?” Jane started her rig and pulled
into the flow of traffic leaving the airport.

“I bought a sandwich on the plane that was supposed
to be roast beef. Must’ve made a mistake and grilled up someone’s
luggage. I swear I saw a monogram in there. I’ll keep till morning,
thanks.”

Jane glowed in the slanting sun through the driver’s
side window, her hair radiating red highlights. She smiled,
glancing at me a moment, and then she put her warm hand on my
thigh. Everything was all right then: the beef-leather my stomach
was working over, curious stares, and the Eastern overcrowding. And
the months away from Jane. The hell with Georgia. We’d get Georgia
out of the center of Jane’s life. I wanted my gal back, all the
way.

“Okay, shoot. Tell me the whole sordid saga.” I hit
the lever of the seat and shoved back to give my legs some
room.

“I feel terrible for Georgia. She devotes endless
energy to her Pony Club kids, and they love her. She’s worked hard
to get where she is, and the horse world can be so judgmental.”

Poor Georgia. I rolled the window down, then rolled
it up again when exhaust fumes invaded the car. “Well, a horse did
die in her barn. There’s got to be something irregular there.”

“Georgia didn’t kill that horse!” Jane put a fair
amount of righteous indignation into her voice.

I thought about how closely veterinarians guarded
those killer drugs. “How did Megan get that filled syringe,
anyway?”

“Who knows? That stuff isn’t left lying around. Once
in a great while, a vet will leave a loaded syringe with an owner
if a horse is dying.”

“What does Georgia have to say?”

“Georgia claims she had nothing to do with it. In
spite of the gossip, it didn’t matter to her whether Megan stayed
or went. She says she bent over backward to help further her
career—”

“What? Stayed or went. What’s this about?”

“Last week the police were provided with a letter
Megan sent to Georgia. No one knows about this except Georgia and
the police. And whoever sent the letter.”

“Who told you this?”

“Georgia. She said Megan gave notice that she would
be moving her horse to another stable. Megan felt the horse would
improve, work up to his potential under a different trainer.
Georgia told me she felt that Megan’s horse was not holding up to
the pressure of competition. When she got the letter from her, she
didn’t take it seriously and shoved it into her glove box.
Evidently, she’d forgotten about it. The next thing she knew, it
had been sent to the police.”

“Do the police think Georgia killed Megan’s horse?
That would slow Georgia’s business.” I shook my head. “Doesn’t add
up. Who took the letter from the glove compartment, and why would
Megan kill her horse if she was taking it to a new trainer?”

“Good questions.”

“So, the only reason the cops are interested in her
is the letter?” I figured the law often had less to go on.

“Actually, the police are satisfied. Megan killed the
horse, and the horse killed her. Perpetrator dead. Now the
investigators are from the insurance company, and they’re dragging
their feet about paying.”

“How valuable was her horse?”

“Threat Fear was easily worth seventy-five
thousand.”

I let out a low whistle. “That was her horse’s name?
Pretty weird.” I said it a few times in my head. Threat Fear.
Something about it nagged me. But Jane was talking.

“He was a Danish Warmblood chestnut gelding. Megan
was scheduled to ride at Stoneleigh-Burnham School’s event as a
warm-up for Radnor, Fair Hill, and the Rolex. Stables training
Olympic-class riders are very prestigious. Georgia wouldn’t do
anything to keep one of her riders out of the Olympic Games.”

“If Megan took her horse and left for a new trainer,
she wouldn’t be one of Georgia’s riders, would she?”

“That’s true,” Jane allowed.

“Did Georgia have other Olympic prospects under her
wing? Any who might have benefited by Megan’s death?”

Jane shot me a look. “That’s way out there.”

“I know, sweetie. Humor me.”

“Ridiculous. Where are you going with this,
anyway?”

I didn’t answer, so she told me what I wanted to
know.

“Naomi Bly, a very talented black rider
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