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      For the men who give. Of your time, your love, your understanding. Keep your head up.
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      Tall grasses swayed in a jasmine scented breeze as I turned onto the Rivergreen Stables private drive, lined on either side by fenced pasture. Horses grazed in the distance, wearing fly masks and swishing their tails. Wildflowers had volunteered along the gravel road, adding splashes of vibrant color.

      “It’s quiet out here.” My Volvo was the only car on the road, which was surprising, given it was summer solstice week and the town’s largest festival of the year was happening right now over at the fairgrounds. Crescent Bay was notoriously crowded during the High Solstice Renaissance Faire. Busy enough we’d made coffee at Covett House instead of risking it turning into a half-hour stop at the Crescent Cafe. Although I did miss the pastries.

      “Just like I like it.” My boyfriend David nodded. “Thanks for giving this a shot with me.”

      When David had mentioned horseback riding, I wasn’t sure. But when he said strawberry picking, I was all in. 

      Now to meet the horse I’d signed up for.

      Horses weren’t my favorite. I didn’t dislike them. Or at least I believed it was foolhardy to tell a large creature you disliked it just prior to climbing onto its back. 

      The stable was an impressive, rustic structure, with weathered wooden beams and a roof that looked like it had withstood too many years of salty coastal air. It sat on the south side of the drive in an eye-catching spot, backed up by the sunlit woods that bordered the river, across from a small barn with horses in paddocks out front. A blue dragonfly danced past the windshield, and I shook my head. David sure knew how to pick an enchanting scene for a date.

      We parked at the edge of the drive near an old truck. The private road continued around a bend up ahead.

      “The house is that way,” David said. He pointed behind us. The road continued that way, too. “And if you go east, you’ll find Rivergreen Strawberry Farm and then Rivergreen Camp.”

      “Wow. It’s a large property.”

      “Yeah, I can’t wait to show you around tomorrow night.”

      “I haven’t camped since I was a kid. I’m not sure what to expect.”

      “With our friends? Way too much food and we’ll probably stay up too late. Remember bug spray. ‘Tis the season.”

      “Great. I’ll come prepared.”

      Exiting the car, I tried to ignore how the smell had shifted and focus on the beauty of the northern California woods on a warm summer day. The gentle shifting and swishing of horses fostered a peaceful atmosphere.

      David grabbed my hand, and we walked toward the wide-open stable doors. 

      A dog barked and suddenly a labrador mix was running over to us. 

      “Aww! Cutie!” I bent down to greet him just as a whistle sounded nearby. The dog sheared off its path, cutting left and screeching to a halt next to a small, thin woman with her gray hair back in a tight braid. She patted him. “Sorry about that. He should know better, but I may have let his training lapse a bit.”

      “Hi Grace. How’s it going?” David said as we walked over. “This is Naomi.”

      The dog’s entire body wiggled a mile a minute with the power of his tail, but he kept his gaze focused on his owner’s face. I wasn’t sure what she was talking about with his training. I’d never seen a dog so eager to please. 

      Grace took a couple steps toward me and shook my hand, the dog staying right where he was. “Hi Naomi. I’m Grace Wayburn. Nice to meet you.” She gave me a look up and down. “It looks like you came prepared.”

      I’d been hoping these old boots of Nanna’s would suffice. Lucky thing we were the same shoe size, or close enough. Not so lucky about the fashion of thirty-year-old footwear, but I wasn’t about to pop for riding boots for a single venture out with my man. He would definitely have to prove regular rides were worth it before I bought an outfit.

      “Do you mind if I pet your dog?” 

      “Oh, yeah. This is Groucho.” She gestured to the dog, and he jumped from his sit and ran over to me, tail thumping against my thigh as he leaned his full weight against me and claimed all the pets.

      I giggled. “Sure, he is.”

      Our host’s lips twitched. “Groucho, however, is not a horse. And you came to meet a horse.”

      Sure, I did.

      “David tells me you don’t have much experience, and that’s great. We don’t mind beginners at all. Wait until you meet Heaven. She’ll show you a good time.”

      This lady had an interesting way with animal names. Looking around, I guessed she had plenty of opportunities to exercise that creativity. A couple goats bleated at us from a pen nearby, and chickens stalked the bugs in the June sunlight.

      It was an idyllic place. I’d give it that.

      “It’s going to be fun, I swear,” David whispered to me. 

      Tires crunched gravel as another car came up the road to park behind my Volvo. A police cruiser.

      “Oh…I’m sorry. I’m going to need a minute to talk to him. The two horses in the front paddock there are the friendliest you’ll ever meet. Why don’t you say hello and I’ll catch up with you in a minute?”

      Grace turned away, brushing her hands on her jeans as the officer stepped from the cruiser. It was Seth Townsend, a friend of ours. I resisted the urge to wave. 

      “I know this guy,” David said as we approached the first horse. He was a dark brown shade, almost black at his nose and feet. His dark eyes evaluated us as we approached. I wasn’t sure if the toss of his head was a good sign but combined with the scraping of his hoof through his bedding, he gave the impression of a bull ready to charge.

      David peeled my fingers from where I’d clenched his hand. “Naomi, seriously. They’re friendly. This is Gus. He’s a gem, really.”

      “He’s really big.” 

      Gus blew a hot breath in our direction and a piece of hay flew out and landed on David’s shirt. 

      I picked it off. “And perfectly charming.”

      “Ha ha.” He kissed my cheek. “You’re just more of a cat person.”

      “You’ve got that right.” I peered into his face. He really liked it out here. He seemed…relaxed. “How many times have you ridden Gus?”

      “Just once. But I’ve ridden Daisy over here a dozen times.” He pulled me over to meet the dappled gray mare in the adjoining paddock. She lifted her nose from a pile of hay and walked straight over, reaching her head over the fence to rest it on David’s shoulder. 

      “Okay, now that is super sweet. She loves you.”

      He grinned. “I know. And she has the smoothest trot – just wait.”

      I didn’t plan to gain any experience with Daisy’s trot, but I couldn’t get enough of David’s happiness out here. Maybe it would be worth coming just to see him enjoying himself like this.

      “Sorry about that,” Grace said as she approached. Groucho stayed right at her heel again.

      “No problem. So far all Naomi can say about the horses is that they’re big.”

      I shrugged. “This is what I’ve noticed.”

      Gus stomped and Grace patted him lovingly. “Little longer before dinner, young man.”

      He tossed his head and stomped again.

      “Let’s go meet Heaven,” Grace said. “This way.”

      Seth Townsend stood with an open notebook next to a horse trailer. He jotted something down, then tucked it away and went into the trailer.

      “Everything all right?” I asked, nodding to the officer.

      “No, not really.” She glanced at David. “Ozzy Osbourne was stolen.”

      David’s eyes widened. “What? You’re kidding. When was this?”

      “The night before the festival.”

      “Someone came to the stable and stole him?”

      “We were at horse camp.”

      “Oh…we’re camping tomorrow night at the group camp.”

      “I know.” Rivergreen Camp was on the wooded side of her farm. It sounded like she was hands on with reservations over there and everything. A property like this must be a ton of work. 

      “It seems so private,” David said, gaze drifting toward the road. “That’s surprising.”

      “I know,” Grace said again. She didn’t say a lot, but the lines around her lips were tight, stressed. Then she looked at me. “Let’s go meet that horse.”
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        * * *

      

      Heaven deserved her name. If any horse could talk me into coming back for a second ride, it would be the sweet-tempered mare, who shared her dark bay coloring with her brother, Gus, who we’d met outside. But where he’d seemed a big bull ready to gouge through his pen, she just considered me with liquid joy in those big eyes, stood at complete ease as I fumbled with the saddle and bridle, and once I was on her, proved a steady and smooth ride. Whenever I got scared, she just stopped, ears swiveling toward me as she tried to decide whether I was ready for what came next. 

      After a brief lesson in the indoor arena, David joined us with Daisy all saddled and ready to go.

      My heart gave a lurch. Holy cow, my man looked good walking a horse.

      He looked good astride one, too. Like he knew what he was doing.

      Too bad I couldn’t drop the reins to fan myself.

      He caught my eye and winked. Because he knew exactly what he was doing.

      “Do you two need a second?” Grace asked with a slow smile. She shrugged and went off at a fast walk to get her own horse ready.

      Apparently, we were that obvious. I smiled at David. “How do you two know each other?” 

      “Grace’s son Marc was in my first third grade class. Crazy how time flies.”

      “Oh.” That was an interesting reason to stay in touch.

      “Back then, Grace had a horse therapy program. I connected a student who really needed her help with the service. And then I came out for a ride myself and got hooked.”

      “Did you ride horses as a kid?”

      “Trail rides on vacation a couple times.” He patted Daisy. “It’s different to get to know a barn. That show Groucho put on, for instance. That was just for you. He doesn’t welcome me that enthusiastically anymore, I only pull in a few tail thumps.”

      “I’ll greet you enthusiastically.” I trailed a finger down his chest. It was all I could reach since I still held Heaven’s reins. “Especially if you’re wearing⁠—”

      A throat cleared nearby. Whoops. Grace was back. How had I failed to notice a woman with an entire horse walking up to us?

      Rain check, David mouthed. 

      Grace’s horse was shorter than the others, so dark he was almost black. He was tightly muscled and groomed to shining. His eyes glittered with intelligence, and he tossed his head and whinnied to the others.

      “Foxglove says it’s time to ride.” Grace patted her horse’s cheek, then led him out of the stable.

      We mounted in the gravel drive and went left toward the house, but before we’d gone far Grace turned Foxglove down a narrow track that ran beside the stable and into the woods. The horses fell easily into what I would guess was their normal order together, with Foxglove in the lead, followed by Daisy and Heaven.

      “Look.” David pointed up.

      A crescent moon rose above the trees. “Gorgeous!” I declared. 

      It was a waxing crescent, meaning I had about ten days before my next obligation at the moon garden for the full moon. Every new moon and full moon, the Day Court in Afalon counted on me to renew my bloodline’s pledge to protect the garden and the portal that led to their world.

      I couldn’t tell David about any of that. 

      And it was a problem. 

      I’d almost slipped a few days ago at the new moon and stayed over at his place on the wrong night. I couldn’t exactly rise at three a.m., take my ritual bath, and focus on the ceremony while David snoozed in the other room. Not to mention his house was too far from the garden to maintain that all-important focus.

      Things had gotten more complicated with my cousin Darcie and her two kids living at Covett House. But when the kids encountered me mid-ceremonial preparations, they just assumed I was weird.

      We rode down a dirt lane with long-established tractor treads. Big-leaf maples lined either side, their branches interlocking far above us in a green ceiling. 

      “It’s beautiful out here,” I called to Grace.

      “Thanks!” She glanced at David. “You should bring her for a hay ride this fall.”

      “Ahem, I think he’ll be bringing all of us if I heard you right. A hayride? Do you guys do pumpkins?”

      “Of course! They’re already blooming.”

      “You’re on!” I grinned at David and could see him making a mental note. 

      It wasn’t going to be easy to beat last year’s Halloween celebration, when the whole town had pulled together to raise the funds to redo the library. And he knew how important it was to me to mark these occasions with Sam and Emily. Sure, I was a bonus adult in their lives, but they made up a large part of the organ in my chest that made my blood pump.

      And David liked to make sure my heart was intact. I’d never trusted anyone more with what was truly important to me.

      The lane opened ahead, and I squinted as we rode into the sunlight. A large field of low-growing strawberry plants in neat rows appeared, their large leaves glossy and dotted with deep red berries. 

      Grace led the way left to a fence. She jumped off her horse, Foxglove, and tied him at one post. Glancing at David, I realized he’d already dismounted too. He followed Grace’s lead and tied Daisy a couple posts from Foxglove.

      Heaven stood complacently, swishing her tail, as I tried to decide how to remove myself from her back. Eek.

      “Here we go.” Grace smiled as she approached my left side and took hold of Heaven’s bridle. “Right foot out of the stirrup, and you’re going to swing your right foot over, release your left from the stirrup, and slide down… Yep! You got it. Just like that.”

      My legs felt weird and rubbery after the shock of impact wore off, but I grinned at David. I could be outdoorsy with the best of them!

      My internal crowing died down as I tried to understand how they’d tied their horses, but Grace waved me off and tied Heaven, too. Then she fiddled with something attached to Foxglove’s saddle. She gave him a pat and walked over to us, unfolding a couple collapsible baskets. She handed us sanitizing wipes for our hands, too.

      “Sweet operation! That’s smart,” I said, scrubbing the horse dirt from my hands and happily accepting my basket. 

      We shared a smile and then turned to the strawberry field. 

      “Your best bet is to stick along these three rows.” Grace pointed them out. “Those should have plenty left to pick. I’ll hang with the horses. Have fun!”

      “How much are we supposed to pick?” I looked at my basket. It was huge! How big were these famed strawberries?

      There was plenty of fruit left. The scent drew me forward. Broad green leaves hid large, juicy berries. I stooped at each plant and gently nudged the foliage aside so I could pluck them. It took all my willpower to avoid snacking while picking. 

      They added up faster than I would have expected and soon the bottom of my basket was covered. Good thing we were on horseback – I didn’t want to lug this thing back full. 

      Wow. I stopped for a second and took a deep breath, looking up at the blue sky. Pausing, I could hear the faint sounds of carnival music and the crack of pins from one of the games at the High Solstice Renaissance Faire. But that was all far off. I could almost pretend we were in a completely different town. Maybe a completely different time.

      I turned back to the strawberries, reaching for a particularly scrumptious looking one. A warm breeze lifted my hair.  

      David cleared his throat. I hadn’t realized he’d crouched down on my other side. “I knew you’d love it out here.”

      My fingers sought the strawberry, but I must have added it to my basket without thinking about it, because it was no longer there. “It’s so quiet…I didn’t realize how much you loved that.”

      “You couldn’t tell from my house?”

      David lived in a little house at the edge of town, on a half-acre lot that was mostly chaos garden. He was also a third-grade teacher. Which meant chaos was a regular part of his life. This contrast was nice.

      I glanced toward the horses. Grace stood near them, phone pressed to her ear. I couldn’t see her expression from this distance, but her posture looked stressed. She was scuffing her boot against the dirt, kicking up dust. Behind her, two of the tied horses had their heads down, nibbling on what they could reach.

      “Who’s Ozzy Osbourne?” I asked. 

      David looked up. “Oh. He’s Grace’s Welsh pony. He’s kind of famous locally. Winning top honors at all the shows for the past few years. Was even on a TV show briefly.”

      I snorted. “What? Like…a western or something? Since when does Crescent Bay have a film industry?”

      “Funny, right? But we’re not that far removed up here. One of Grace’s students started posting Ozzy photos years ago, and he’s got quite the social media following at this point.”

      “Huh. Do you think that’s why someone stole him? They saw him online?”

      He shrugged. “I can’t imagine. It’s not exactly easy to steal a horse without being noticed. You need a trailer, for one thing.”

      I looked at the horses. “No, you don’t. You could probably lead them pretty far without one.”

      “And without being seen? I doubt it. People remember Ozzy, especially around here.”

      “Didn’t Grace say it was at night?”

      “At night in the middle of nowhere. Someone should have heard a car or something.”

      “Or Groucho should have barked.” I snapped my fingers. “It was an inside job. The dog didn’t bark…must be someone he knew.”

      David frowned. “I sure hope you’re not right. What kind of friend would do that?”
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      “I’ve never had someone pick so many berries, just to bring them all back the next day,” Grace said, hands on her hips as she surveyed the picnic table practically swaying under the weight of all the food we’d brought. Including enough sliced and sugared strawberries to supply shortcake for dozens.

      We were camping for two nights. This was overboard. She was getting a glimpse of the Covett House crazy. 

      I shrugged. “I had a free night, and my housekeeper and her husband both helped out.” This was a fib, of course. Yes, Dana and Rob Anderson, the housekeeper and groundskeeper at Covett House, had helped. We also had the help of the brownie couple who lived in the Covett House kitchen. Cary had swooned over the in-season fruit and once he got going, he really went to town. And we still had enough berries for a freezer full of jam. “I had so much fun yesterday!”

      She smiled. “I’m glad. David’s been riding with me long enough, he’s easy to please. I know he was hoping you’d enjoy yourself too.”

      “Yeah, I’ve never even thought about spending time with horses. But it was a good time.”

      Gravel crunched under tires as two cars kicked up dust plumes coming up the road. One of the cars was carrying a few of my favorite people. 

      “Naomi!” Sam shouted, jumping out as soon as the car was parked, bringing all the energy of a seven-year-old. “Did you bring the smores?”

      “Of course, kiddo! Smores galore.” Sam was my cousin Darcie’s son. They lived at Covett House with me and their mom part time, and the rest of the week at their dad’s apartment on the third floor of Crown Books downtown.

      “We stopped at the house. It smelled delicious,” Sam’s sister Emily said, approaching at a more sedate nine-year-old pace and pointing at the laden picnic table. “Probably because of that! Is that strawberry shortcake?” She looked up at Grace. “Hi. I’m Emily.”

      “Hi, Emily. I’m Grace.”

      “You’re the pony lady!” Sam bounced on his toes. “I got a ride when Mom took me. If I’d had more time, I was going to train him to let me stand on his back.”

      Grace’s smile was tight. “Ozzy is such a great pony, isn’t he?”

      “Sure is! Is he here?”

      “Not today. But I’ll tell him you asked for him. He always loves that.”

      Oh, man. The pony really was popular. Poor Grace, having to deal with questions and comment about her famous horse when she wasn’t even sure where he was.

      The kids’ dad, Doug, waved at me from the back of the car where he was unloading their gear. I didn’t know the father-daughter duo who’d parked next to him in a yellow Beetle, but Emily ran over to say hello. 

      “I’ll let you all get set up.” Grace glanced toward the main road. Another dust plume marked the arrival of more cars. “You know where to find me if you need me.” Grace winked at me and retreated to her pickup truck. 

      I strode over and reached for the duffel bag Doug had just lifted from the trunk. 

      “Do you know where we’re supposed to set up?”

      “Yeah, I can show you the general area. It’s a big field. There’s plenty of room.”

      Doug nodded to the man walking from the yellow car. “Hi Carter.”

      “Doug.” 

      Neither of them seemed particularly happy to see the other. 

      Carter, a large, broad-shouldered man who seemed younger than his gray hair would suggest, looked at me through his sunglasses. 

      “Naomi, this is Carter Monroe,” Doug said after an awkward pause. “He teaches at the elementary school with David. Have you met before?”

      Carter shook his head and slipped the sunglasses from his face. Cool blue eyes met mine, a smile playing around them. “Naomi,” he drawled. “You’re David’s girlfriend.” Now he hit me with the smile full on. “I haven’t had the pleasure.”

      He apparently thought he was charming. He was attractive. The sort who knew it and expected to be congratulated. 

      “Your daughter seems to know Emily.” I watched the kids run past the tent David had set up for us and into the open field.

      Sam caught up to them and said something, then threw himself onto the grass and kicked up his feet up into the air, rolling over before launching to his feet again and running downhill.

      Their infectious laughter carried on the breeze. I couldn’t help but grin.

      “Yeah, they endured Mr. Clark together last year.”

      Emily and Sam, and their parents, had all moved to Crescent Bay Thanksgiving weekend, and Emily had been in David’s third grade class for the rest of the year. The snide comment threw me a bit. Emily had loved David’s class and was anxious she wouldn’t like her teacher next year. If it was this guy, the universe might prove her right. Why had David invited him?

      “I’m surprised Silva wanted to come at all. But she wanted to see Emily this summer.” Carter turned to Doug. “I need to get your number so we can arrange to have her over.”

      “Sure,” Doug said over his shoulder as he hustled off carrying his stuff. “Later – I need to set this up.”

      “Looks like a pretty small tent for him and two kids.” Carter crossed his arms. I noticed he wasn’t carrying anything. “But he probably had to get it on clearance.” He winked and replaced his sunglasses.

      Huh. I couldn’t think of a thing to say to that, so I just followed Doug with the bag I’d carried, relieved to have a good excuse to leave the conversation. 

      An aged red Jeep pulled in, but Marty made the mistake of parking next to the yellow Beetle. I’d greet them once my path wasn’t blocked by Mean-talking Monroe.  

      That’s when I noticed that Grace hadn’t left after all. She stood with her back to her truck and her arms crossed, glaring at Carter Monroe.
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      It was a smores and strawberry solstice. Darcie showed up with a pup tent an hour before dark, like she’d sensed that her son was about to dig into his third dessert with the sun still above the horizon. She split it with him and then made herself another, settling in at the fireside next to Lucile. 

      Mel Sheridan had joined us too; she was also of the pup tent ilk. She’d packed light so she could leave early tomorrow. She couldn’t miss opening her store, Morning Star Garden and Art, at the peak of Crescent Bay tourist season. She’d purchased the store from me last year – my Nanna Rose had doted on the place from the seventies clear up to her death, but it hadn’t been for me. Mel adored the place. It was in the right hands. And I didn’t have to get up early.

      Carter had perked up with Mel’s arrival. He’d been striking poses all over camp trying to catch her eye, but to no avail. I wasn’t about to mention it to her when she was absorbed in conversation with good friends. I was just enjoying Carter’s frustration from over here. I didn’t even feel guilty about it.

      Daphne Costa had come for tonight, along with her older brother Joshua, who was in town for the summer helping their parents remodel their house. In fact, I thought I caught a vibe between Joshua and Mel…but maybe that was just because I was eager to see Carter lose. 

      I sat in a camp chair and stretched my feet toward the fire, full and feeling ultra lazy after the busy day. The kids were happy. My fella was happy. David and Doug had gone off somewhere right after dinner – to check out a fishing hole David knew of, I thought I’d heard.

      David wasn’t a fan of Carter Monroe either. I could tell by the tightness around his lips and his short sentences when he spoke to him. But his eyes warmed when he talked to Silva. I understood better now why he’d invited them. It must be tough for the sweet kid to have a jerk for a dad.

      As dusk tipped our world toward shadows, Joshua entertained the kids with an impromptu game of soccer. Their screams of glee and glory made a hilarious backdrop to the murmur of casual conversation around the fire.

      “Your brother is good with kids,” I said as Daphne dropped into the chair next to me, looking about as tired as you’d expect for someone who owned the local coffee shop. She’d probably gotten out of bed at four a.m. or something. Oof.

      “He is. He has a son who’s a teenager now. I think he misses this age.”

      “Well, the energy is welcome. How’s your folks’ house coming?”

      “They weren’t exactly happy about redoing all of the plumbing straight to the street…what a pain and a bunch of money! But fixing up the kitchen and bathrooms is long overdue. They’re going to love having it finished and behind them.”

      “And Joshua’s sticking around in the meantime?”

      She nodded. “Just the idea of organizing all that work threw my mom into a bit of a tailspin. And with Dad’s Alzheimer’s…he can still manage most daily demands, but it really makes the most sense for Josh to help them out right now.” She winced like she hated to admit it. 

      “That’s good he could come and help. Let me know if there’s any way I can lighten the load. I could host dinner at Covett House one night if that helps.”

      “That would be fun! Josh loves historic houses. He’d get a real kick out of being inside Covett House. We never had the opportunity as kids.”

      “Did you guys spend much time at the High Solstice Faire?”

      “Not a lot of time. I didn’t have a booth this year. Thank goodness!”

      “How is business? If you don’t mind me saying, you seem a bit worn out.”

      “You usually don’t see me past five o’clock. And there
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