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      Jump in the saddle for a fun but bumpy ride!

      

      Few will hire competitive rider, Viola Parker, since the famous jumper, Wastrel, crashed to his death with her aboard. Not only that, her attitude just landed her out of work…again. She can barely afford her whipped-cream-in-a-can addiction.

      

      Now, before she's thirty, she must keep a job for one year and receive a glowing letter of recommendation to get a surprise trust fund set up by her absentee parents. A trust fund that could represent freedom and independence—or  might be worth nothing.

      

      Vi accepts a position and moves from Long Island to Missouri thinking that keeping her mouth shut and her head down for one year will be easy.

      

      But when Wastrel begins haunting her dreams and dead bodies start piling up, the question isn’t whether she can earn a reference from her hunky boss, Malcolm, but whether she’ll live long enough to get it.
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      In this short prologue to the Dream Horse Mysteries, you’ll meet Viola Parker, her long-time friend, Harry Browne, and a magnificent horse named Calypso.

      

      Vi has fallen on hard times and hardly anyone will hire her since the famous jumper, Wastrel, crashed to his death with her aboard. She can barely afford her whipped-cream-in-a-can addiction.

      

      When she finds her mentor unconscious, she suspects foul play and wonders if Harry has answers. But Harry disappears with the truth, leaving behind a mysterious delivery and cryptic confession.
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      A harsh morning breeze sang sharp notes of coming winter, steaming horse manure, and dejection—mine.

      I’d come to the show hoping to catch a few rides, make a few dollars, but no one needed help. Or no one wanted me. One pervy guy leered, grabbed his crotch, and said he’d like a ride.

      Nice as could be, I asked, “And aren’t you a quelling rump-fed maggot-pie?”

      He stood there collecting flies for a moment then sputtered, “Yeah well, you’re…you’re…”

      “Smarter than you, that’s what.” I walked away, not feeling particularly virtuous or victorious.

      I took my weak horse-show coffee outside and sank to the damp ground against the wheel of a horse trailer out of the wind, letting the feeble sun bathe my face, trying to decide whether to stay or go home and nurse the ferocious hangover pounding my head.

      Reason for said hangover chose that moment to appear, looking more dapper than anyone who’d drunk me under the table had a right to. He even had his stock tie pinned in place, complete overkill for a schooling show.

      “How you be, V?”

      I shot him a look through slitted eyes. “I think you know how I am.”

      Harry collapsed all six-plus feet of his skinny self next to me. “Crabby and all out of whipped cream?”

      That about summed it up. I sipped my coffee, rapidly going cold and stale, but it took a hair off the edge.

      A young man led a horse out to the field in front of us. The sleek dark bay wore saddle and bridle, and a lunge line was clipped right to the ring of the snaffle. Idiot. The grass was slick with half-frozen dew. I wouldn’t work a horse out here, especially not one vibrating like a thoroughbred being led to the starting gate. She probably was off the track by her looks and conformation. Sweat already darkened her shoulders and flank. She’d been getting ridden in the indoor warm-up ring, I’d bet, and not cooperating, so they’d brought her here to work out the kinks at the end of a lunge.

      With my attention riveted on the horse, I asked Harry, “Where’ve you been?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him swipe a finger under his nose, a habit from his cocaine days. I hoped he wasn’t stupid enough to start again. It would explain how he could stay up half the night drinking and still be here at the crack of dawn like the Energizer Bunny.

      He grinned like an addle-pate. Not sure why I had Shakespeare on the brain this morning. Probably the tragedy of my current situation.

      “Perfection takes time, petal, you know that.”

      I kept my nose to the opening of my cardboard cup of black coffee—one of my vices. Inhaling deeply to block the scent of cologne and cough drops, I wondered how I’d ever been attracted to this person. The fact that he could model for Ralph Lauren might have something to with it. “Perfection,” I drawled. “Right.”

      The boy with the horse jerked the line. The mare’s mouth worked, foam dripping, and her ears swiveled to me, to the field, to the indoor, anywhere but to him. He gave her slack, brought the whip behind her, and she moved out into a huge trot, covering tons of ground, tail swishing angrily with each stride. Four white socks and an irregular star. Barely visible dapples slid over her haunches like melted dark chocolate. Flashy. Beautiful didn’t cover it. Long sloping shoulders and a well-sprung ribcage. A dream made real. My fingers itched to stroke her neck, comb through her mane, take the reins, gather all that power to me. This one could jump the moon.

      Harry swigged his extra large vanilla soy latte out of a designer ceramic go cup and sighed, knowing too well the turn of my mind. “Yes, sweetheart. Perfection.”

      I let my head fall back against the tire. “Ugh.”

      “Why Viola Parker, do I smell a particularly sour disposition this fine morn?”

      I shrugged. We both knew the truth. Since the fatal wreck with Wastrel, very few trusted their expensive equines to me. They used to beg for my butt on their horse’s backs.

      We stared at the stunning mare for a few minutes. My mouth felt pasty. I needed whipped cream to soothe my senses. Why had I gone out drinking with Harry? I didn’t remember getting home but had woken in my bed at my cousin’s house, so somehow I’d gotten there. My truck had been parked half on the curb with the keys still in it, but I’d missed the mailbox. I’d left before Penny got up to find my bra on her kitchen counter again. But as I watched the mare move, warmth spread through me and tingled up my spine. My heart expanded. I could feel the floaty bounce of her step, the intelligence behind her dark eyes, the weightless sense of flying. My heart reached for her, got inside. She wouldn’t be easy, never that, but the spark was there. One eye rolled to me as she passed, and I nodded. We belonged to each other. I stood and took a step toward her, wondering if Harry planned to go south for the winter circuit. I could tag along. Depending on who owned her, this mare might be down there. Harry was still in everyone’s good graces, despite his chronic bad boy behavior. Harry never killed a horse.

      I huffed, pulling my shredded pride tight. Who was I kidding? I wasn’t going to Florida, and I would never ride this mare. It was my day off, but I’d go to work anyway, give the barn a good cleaning, and take Ed Todd to lunch. The old geezer could barely see anymore, but he loved his horses and always gave me a job when I needed it, even if it was only mucking stalls and exercising his retired jumpers.

      Yet, I didn’t move, couldn’t take my eyes off the dark bay. She hunched her back and shook, flopping her short mane from side to side, then raised her neck, hollowed her back, champed the bit, dropped her head, shortened her stride…barely contained energy just waiting to bust free. The handler idly swept the whip along the ground, asleep at the wheel. Dangerous with a horse like this. She slipped a little, squealed and bucked, testing him. The stirrups flopped up and down with a thunk. She shook her head again, wanting to go. He yanked at her. She cut into the circle, ears back. Not flat, but he didn’t seem to notice, just waved the whip, and she went out to the end of the line, still trotting, overstepping by a mile, tail stiff. Raw physical talent constrained by stupid people. Something was wrong. They’d either failed to notice, or done something to cause it. My vote was for the latter.

      A girl came out of the barn and walked toward them dressed in boots and breeches, a helmet and show coat.

      “Oh Christ.”

      I hadn’t noticed Harry getting up, coming to stand beside me and admire perfection on four hooves. He gave a low whistle.

      “Yes,” I confirmed. “Becca Scissorhands.” Who had no business within a mile of this horse, let alone riding her. Becca’s boots were sweaty, and she tapped her whip against her leg. She’d already been up on this piece of heaven, and it hadn’t gone well. “A crime’s about to happen, and they don’t even know.”

      “See?” the boy said, turning to Becca. “She’s fine.”

      Becca crossed her arms, clearly unconvinced. Maybe intelligence lurked behind the sneer after all.

      The mare felt the moment of her handler’s inattention and stopped. Becca stomped toward her. The mare backed. Becca grabbed the lunge line as if she might pull the horse down to her level and give her what for, but the dark bay continued backpedaling.

      “Whoa,” I whispered, as if I were at her shoulder, and I began walking without even realizing what I was doing. “Easy now.”

      Becca advanced, and the mare took one step, two…Becca’s whip came up. The mare wheeled her front end to the side nearly jerking the girl off her feet.

      “No,” I shouted, but before Becca could lay the lash across the mare’s silky hide, the horse reared, pulled the line out of the boy’s hands, and took off for the other end of the show grounds.

      At the far side of the field, not much of a fence separated us from a busy road. The line snapped in the air behind her, but if she slowed, it might get around her feet. I threw down my cup and started running.

      “Turn,” I telegraphed to her. “Circle back. It’ll be all right.” I would make it all right. But, oh, God, the running hurt my sore head.

      I heard Harry’s long strides catching up. Farther back, Becca screamed at the boy, but her words were lost to the bitter wind.

      The mare cut loose with a series of irritated leaps and bucks and got one foreleg over the line. I pushed more speed into my legs, ignoring the kettle drum beat of blood in my ears, but the distance between us only lengthened. On foot, I could never catch a galloping horse. Had to try. “Whoa, girl, whoa. Turn.”

      The fence came closer, and I couldn’t tell whether she didn’t see it or didn’t care. Like Wastrel galloping for that last jump. Fear, raw and overwhelming, seized my gut and nearly took me down.

      “Please,” I breathed. “Stop.”

      I could barely see for the watering of my eyes, but she might have slowed. My arms pumped but I felt light-headed and fuzzy and no longer in touch with the ground.

      Suddenly, she stopped and faced me, and I nearly ran into her. Quickly, I unsnapped the lunge line and kicked it away, then undid her reins from where they’d been looped under the throat latch. She stood as if we’d done this a hundred times, and I felt like we had. Felt like we knew each other at a soul-deep level. Like I hadn’t felt with a horse since Wastrel.

      “Good girl,” I crooned, and she nudged my shoulder, nostrils flaring, blowing warm air over my cheeks. I loosed a long breath of relief, pressed my forehead to her cheek, stroked her damp neck. Like satin, she was, steel-wrapped satin. With one hand, I unbuckled the girth, shoved the saddle off, and ran my palm over her back. She flinched. Just as I thought.

      We stood like that forever, as if she hadn’t just nearly killed herself. I felt Harry come up, but he stayed silent. Other footsteps and labored breathing behind me, but I kept my connection with the mare, her with me, our hearts beating as one.

      “Well, if it isn’t Vi the valkyrie.”

      Becca.

      The beater, the bitch, the heavy-seated bugbear who would ruin this mighty spirit with her whip and sawing hands. If the mare didn’t kill her first. A tantalizing image, but not one I would encourage in spite of my reputation as chooser of the slain. If only.

      “You lost something,” I said. “Something valuable.” The boy reached for the reins. I didn’t relinquish them, kept my focus on Becca. “You shouldn’t be so careless.”

      “Mind your own business has-been.” The patented Becca sneer was firmly in place. “She’s a high-strung cold-backed witch, but her owner wants ribbons, and I’m going to give them to him.”

      I breathed through my nose, forcing calm. “Whatever it takes?”

      Harry’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. He cut a warning glance to Becca.

      Becca snatched the reins, and the mare stiffened. “Pick up that saddle,” she ordered the boy. He scrambled to do her bidding, and they started away.

      “Use a different saddle pad and a saddle that fits her,” I said. Not that I was interested in helping Becca, but if it helped the horse, I was on it.

      Becca flipped me off over her shoulder.

      I gritted my teeth until they were out of ear-shot. “Goatish fen-sucked flax-wench.”

      Harry blinked at me. “You haven’t pulled out your epic insults in a while, V. It gives me pleasure and hope to hear you spouting Shakespeare.”

      I headed for my truck. “You’ve always been easily entertained.”

      “That’s a low blow.” He jogged to catch up. “What crawled up your ass and died?”

      I whirled on him. “Seriously, Harry? My life is in the toilet, and the best horse I’ve met in a good long while just got led away by hell on two feet.”

      “You haven’t ridden her. You don’t really know. Maybe she’s worthless.”

      If only he were referring to Becca. But he knew better than to cross me when I was in this mood. Especially when I’m right. “If that’s what you think, then you’re right up there with Becca Scissorhands. And blind.” I walked away before the tears clogging my throat escaped.

      Again, he caught up, put his hand on my arm. “Vi, I’m sorry. If you say she’s the best thing since sliced bread, then I believe you. You’ve always been better at this than me.”

      I pulled my arm away but wasn’t angry at him. If I’d managed my life better, I’d be in a position to buy that mare. I’d been waiting for a horse like that for years. I didn’t know her name or who owned her, not that it mattered. There was nothing I could do.

      “You just need to open your eyes, Harry. That’s all.”

      “That’s not all. You see with something else, some inner vision I’m not privy to.” He gazed over his shoulder for a moment, back in the direction the mare had gone—the indoor arena. It might as well be a torture chamber. “If you’d only—”

      “Don’t start.” He’d been on me to go into business with him for years. In some ways it made sense. He had wealthy parents who loved me like their own, who would happily finance whatever equine-related venture we put together. Only problem was, it would mean being legally tied to Harry. If that also included marriage, his parents would be ecstatic. Drinking buddies was one thing. Saddling myself with a man with worse addictions than me? Uh-uh. Nope.

      Once again, I started walking. “I’ll be at Todd’s if you need me.”

      He didn’t follow, but said, “You’re coming to Thanksgiving dinner on Thursday, right? Allie-Baba will be sorely disappointed if you don’t show. Two p.m. sharp.”

      Allie and Baba were his parents, Alcott and Babette Brown.

      Without turning, I answered, “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      Half an hour later, I turned into the barn drive knowing I’d have the place to myself. The three boarders—all teenaged girls—had taken their horses to the show I’d just left. They were blonde and sickeningly adorable, with names like Kayla, Kaitlyn, and Kaylee, or maybe one of them was Kylie or Kelsey? I’d be damned if I could remember who was who. I thought of them as grounded, flighty, and spacey, and some days it was all I could do not to shoot them, or myself. But they were good to their horses, so I mustered a handful of tolerance and let them go about their giggly business.

      Ed would probably be snoozing in the tack room breathing horse and leather and dreaming of galloping cross country after a fox, or in a stall with one of his retirees, brushing him and talking the horse’s ear off. After mucking stalls, we’d go to lunch at his favorite diner where the waitresses knew what he liked and pretended he could still see well enough to read the menu. He’d tell me the same stories he’s told me a hundred times, and I’d forget for a while that I was no longer highly sought after by the top owners and trainers, or by anyone. I’d forget it was nearly winter and I didn’t have a decent job. I’d forget the amazing horse I just met and would never have. Jesus. I hate frigging pity parties.

      First things first. I headed for my stash of canned whipped cream in the tack room fridge. That never failed to adjust my attitude.

      The barn was blissfully peaceful. The few horses inside dozed and idly swished their tails. Weak sunlight shone through the windows and dust sparkled in the narrow beams.

      “Ed?” I called softly as I opened the door to the tack room. I didn’t like to startle him if he was sleeping. His hearing wasn’t so great, either.

      But Ed Todd wasn’t in his chair.

      He was sprawled face down on the worn carpet, a wet stain pooled beneath him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Round 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ed!” I dropped to my knees beside him, holding my breath, unsure whether to touch him. His skin was the color of a dead mouse. “Oh, God, Ed. Please, no.”

      This wasn’t the kind of crime I’d been thinking about earlier. The wet spot wasn’t blood at least. I poked his shoulder. He groaned.

      “Jesus effing Christ, Ed.” Hadn’t my day already been bad enough?

      He looked smaller than usual, crumpled. One knee was bent and his arms were flung out to his sides. His mouth worked. I think he said goddamned shit, which reassured me. But how the hell had he gotten on the floor?

      Milly the skinny white barn cat stood from where she’d been napping on the couch. She stretched, jumped down, sniffed Ed’s ear. In cat years, she was as old as he was. Maybe older. That would make her about a hundred. Satisfied he’d live to feed her another day, she hopped over him and went out the door.

      “Ed, what happened?” I stroked his nearly bald head. “Are you hurt? You need to get up. I think you pissed yourself.”

      He grumbled and got one hand under himself, started to push up. I grabbed his shoulders and together we got him into a sitting position. He leaned against the trunk that served as a coffee table. I wiped dirt from his cheek. He batted my hand away.

      “Spilled my tea is all,” he slurred.

      His favorite mug sat on its side nearby, the teabag a few inches from that.

      “That’s not all, but at least your mug is intact.”

      “Well, I didn’t piss myself, but I will if you don’t get me off this cold floor.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault you tripped over your shoelaces.” I helped him up and he shuffled to the bathroom. I tried to keep hold of his elbow because he was pale and looked like he might keel over again, but he shrugged away.

      Cantankerous old cuss. I’d known him since I first started to ride at five. Guess you could say I came by my own orneriness honestly.

      I retrieved his cup, put it in the sink, and found a towel to dry the rug, although it appeared Ed’s sweatshirt had absorbed most of the liquid. That’s when I noticed the coffee table wasn’t in its usual spot. It had been moved several inches away from the couch and sideways about a foot. I always made sure everything was in its place. The same place. Always. With Ed’s eyesight nearly gone, but him not willing to admit it, he could get around so long as he knew where every object in the barn and tack room was and nothing shifted.

      Had someone moved it? As usual, I’d double checked before leaving the night before. The only people who might have been here this morning were the K girls, but if I knew them, they’d had the trailer packed the night before and hadn’t even come in the tack room. I’d ask them later anyway. Maybe the table moved when Ed fell? Unlikely. The scarred steamer trunk barely closed it was so crammed with old issues of The Chronicle of the Horse, Practical Horseman, and Equus magazines. It weighed more than he did.

      A few minutes later, we sat on the couch together. His chipped mug rested in the curved shelter of one roughened hand, steam rising from the freshly steeping cup of Earl Grey. He held an icepack to his forehead where he had a bump. I offered him my can of whipped cream. It’s pretty much a cure-all.

      “No good for my diabetes.”

      “A little won’t hurt.”

      He opened his mouth and I squirted some in. He chased it with a swig of tea.

      “Did you forget to eat this morning?”

      “Had one of those hard-boiled eggs you left. Toast.”

      It was better than I’d done for myself. So he probably hadn’t fainted.

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      He gave me a sharp look. “’Course I do. I came in here after feeding to get my tea and banged my shin on the dang trunk, lost my balance, and fell down.” He glared at the trunk as if it’d tripped him on purpose. “That’s not where it belongs.”

      “I know.”

      He lowered the ice pack, revealing a knot and the beginnings of a bruise. “Must’ve hit my head.”

      I glanced at the clock. He fed about six-thirty when I wasn’t there. It was barely eight. He’d been on the floor nearly an hour.

      “Want to go to the hospital?” I already knew the answer but had to ask.

      “Hell no.”

      “All righty then. Let’s get some pain killers in you. I don’t want to listen to you griping about your aches and boo boos.”

      He smiled. “Okay. But only if you let me take you to lunch later.”
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      I insisted Ed stay in the tack room while I mucked stalls, and I put the TV on his favorite news station. He seemed okay so I didn’t harass him about being careful or seeing his doctor. The image of the out-of-place trunk kept dancing through my mind—when that spectacular mare wasn’t galloping around. Later, I asked the K girls if they’d been in the tack room that morning, but they swore they hadn’t. I doubted all three of them together would have been able to move the thing. It was impossible to know who else had been there. The not knowing frustrated and angered me. It had been deliberate. Someone wanted to hurt Ed. That was not okay. Not at all.

      Over the next couple of days, my thoughts pinged from that to the mare, obsessing like a dime novel detective over who would want to hurt a kind, lonely old guy and over the mare like a new crush. I almost called Becca Scissorhands a couple of times, but always stopped myself. No point. It’s not like I could make an offer. The chances of the owner hiring me to ride her were about as good as my coming into an inheritance—zero.

      On Thursday, I drove out to Allie-Baba’s house in East Hampton as ordered to have Thanksgiving with them. Sullen clouds spit freezing rain, but my truck slid only once as I took the exit a little too fast. The warm house welcomed me with a perfect cloud of pumpkin, cinnamon, and roasted bird smells. Fire crackled on the grate, and the windows dripped with steam. Alcott and Babette fawned over me even more than usual, which made me feel wanted and suspicious in equal measure. Harry was unusually subdued—probably because they paid more attention to me than to him—and guzzled his rum and apple cider cocktail like water. They always made such a fuss as if anxious and unsure of my affection. I don’t know why Harry insisted I come. But the food was good, so I could ignore his sulkiness for one day, and they’d load me up with leftovers which I’d take to Ed.

      Baba wore sparkly chrome nail polish. Her fingertips glittered like razors over the place settings—the help hadn’t aligned the forks with the same precision I would a set of cavaletti poles—and making sure all the food got to the table hot. Allie sat in a corner smoking his pipe and working the New York Times crossword puzzle. If I didn’t know they were so dysfunctional, I’d think I’d stepped into a Norman Rockwell painting. Well, maybe not the silver nails. And the dysfunction? Made me feel right at home.

      The turkey was free-range with grape leaves—flown in from Greece for all I know—garnishing the porcelain platter. Pumpkin risotto came to the table in hollowed out gourds, and Brussel sprouts were grilled still attached to the stalk. There was cheesy cauliflower with a sexy Italian name, more cider in the stuffing along with golden raisins and bacon, celery root puree with toasted hazelnuts, sautéed green beans with caramelized pecans, and cranberry chutney. Mountains of fragrant fresh-baked rolls steamed from beneath embroidered cloths. All brought out by glove-wearing servants. Fancy. I’d think they were trying to impress someone, but it was just us, and this was normal for them. Christmas was an even bigger deal because, you know, gifts. I’d given up trying to procure presents for them. They always made a joke of saying my presence was more than enough. God knows why. I could be as sullen and bad-tempered as Harry, or Ed Todd for that matter, but they never seemed to mind.

      Harry waved away a hovering servant, snapped his linen napkin to his lap, plunged a silver spoon into his risotto, and directed a seemingly innocuous question to my end of the table. “You hear about Becca?”

      My forkful of turkey froze midway to my mouth. “We don’t exactly travel in the same circles.” I stabbed a few green beens and stuffed them and the turkey in. That would prevent me from saying something I shouldn’t, but I doubted it kept my eyebrow from hiking up. Anyway, Harry could read me better than anyone. He’d baited the hook with an irresistible morsel.

      He took his time, dumping a dollop of cranberries on his plate while I chewed. To my right, Baba tried to hide a sigh behind the corner of her napkin, and to my left, Allie focused on cutting his food into bite-sized pieces. Bite-sized, that is, if you were a hamster. I caught his barely audible tsk when I shoved all that food in my mouth at one time. For all their class, none of them were particularly subtle.

      Harry buttered a roll, savoring the moment.

      I jumped at the bait. “Well? You’re obviously dying to tell me, so spill.”

      He tilted his head, and one side of his mouth curled up. “That mare bucked her off in the low hunter class.”

      Many uncharitable thoughts swirled through my mind before I spit out the correct response. “Oh my God, is she okay?”

      Harry shrugged. “She will be. I don’t think the limp will be permanent.”

      “You mean Becca, right, not the mare?”

      He gave me a look. “I should have known you were more concerned about the horse.”

      “No, I was asking about Becca, really.”

      An exaggerated eye roll let me know exactly what he thought of that. “She has just bruises, mostly.”

      Yeah, to her pride. I knew that feeling but couldn’t dredge up any sympathy for her. Whatever the mare had done, cold-backed or not, Becca had most likely driven her to it.

      Baba put her hand on Harry’s arm. “Michael, dear, you shouldn’t take pleasure in another’s misfortune.”

      Harry jerked his shoulder. He hated it when she called him by his first name. She always called him Michael, so he was perpetually mad at her.

      “Did I say I took pleasure in it? I’m just reporting. For some reason, Vi liked the horse. I thought she’d want to know.”

      “It doesn’t change anything,” I said.

      Harry shrugged again, but his shrugs never meant disinterest. If anything, they meant he knew more than he was saying.

      “Everything happens for a reason,” his mother said with another sigh.

      I didn’t want to dwell on Becca’s bad luck, bad choices, or bad riding, so I changed the subject.

      “When I got to Ed’s last weekend, he was out cold on the floor.”

      Baba gasped and pressed her gleaming fingers to her heart. Even Allie looked up with interest. They knew Ed from his heyday, and if they hadn’t exactly shunned him since he’d fallen on hard times, they didn’t exactly reach out to him, either.

      Harry didn’t stop slicing a fresh piece of turkey. “You’d think the old guy would know better than to try and keep up with you.”

      “Harry,” I said. “Sometimes you go too far. He fell over the trunk and hit his head. He’s lucky he didn’t crack his skull open or break his hip or something.”

      “I doubt it,” Allie put in. “He’s got strong bones from all the riding. I wouldn’t worry about his hips.”

      “Someone moved the trunk. But I can’t figure out who or why. The thing weighs a ton.”

      “I thought you always kept everything in its place, Vi, so he can get around without tripping.” Harry mopped up celery root puree with a hunk of stuffing. “Maybe you should get him a seeing-eye dog.”

      “Michael, dear, they’re called therapy dogs, now.”

      Harry colored slightly. I knew what he was thinking but not saying. I don’t give a fuck what they’re called, Mother.

      And really, Baba could be annoying. We called her Our Lady of the Platitudes.

      Allie—also known as Lord of the Pregnant Pause—brought us back to the point. “Is he…all right?”

      “I’ll fix a plate for you to take to him.” As if that would fix everything. In platitude-speak, that meant Baba would have the servants fix several plates, wrap them in foil, nestle them in season-specific colored tissue in an insulated hamper, and tie it all up with a neat bow. She’d probably have them include a thermos of rum and cider cocktail as well.

      “He has a bump on his head, but he’s as cantankerous as ever, so I think he’ll be all right.”

      In a rare show of poetic generosity, Harry said, “Clearly, it’ll take more than a knot on his noggin to keep Ed Todd down.”
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      Over the next few weeks, I asked around plenty, but no one admitted to being at the barn that morning, let alone moving the guilty trunk. I’d put my entire body into shouldering the heavy box back into place.

      The show season was pretty much over. Anyone with the money for it was preparing for the winter circuit in Florida. I helped my cousin, Penny, decorate for Christmas, did a little shopping, and tried, unsuccessfully, to keep that mare out of my mind. I’d even called Harry to see if he’d learned who owned her or where she was stabled, but he hadn’t, didn’t. He offered to find out, but there simply was no point. What was I going to do? Visit her? That would only make it worse. Especially if Becca was around, limping or otherwise.

      On Christmas morning, we opened presents and feasted on cinnamon rolls and waffles. With whipped cream, of course. I was sipping my third cup of coffee, hoping to stave off a carb coma, when the phone rang. I assumed it was Aunt Trudy, Penny’s mother, with some last-minute need for us to pick up on our way over for Christmas dinner. But Penny handed the phone to me.

      Too brightly, Baba’s voice came through the ear piece. “Vi, dear, Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas, Babette.” I paused, but she didn’t add anything, so I asked, “How are you and Alcott?” I’d told them I wasn’t coming Christmas day. I’d go out for New Year’s. Was something wrong?

      “Erm…”

      It wasn’t like Baba to hesitate or beat around the bush. That was Allie’s speciality. Worried that something had happened to Harry, I took the phone down the hall to my room.

      “Yes?”

      “Santa Claus left something here for you. A…package…was delivered.”

      “Out there?”

      “Yes, dear.” A delighted and baffled giggle came through the line. A land line—the only phone Baba uses.

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “I’ll get it when I come next week. If that’s okay?” I really didn’t feel up to the hour and a half drive out East.

      “No, no. You really should come today. If you can.”

      “I—”

      “You must. Whenever it’s convenient, but soon would be best.”

      “Is it something that will spoil if I don’t come right away?” I was really looking forward to Christmas dinner with Penny and her husband and Aunt Trudy and Uncle Vic.

      “No, dear, not spoil, not exactly. Please come.”

      I took a deep breath, working through how I’d explain this to my aunt. She liked things how she liked them on Christmas. I glanced at the clock next to my bed. If I left now, I could just about make it back in time for dinner. A dinner that started with cheese ravioli drenched in sauce canned by Aunt Trudy from the bounty of her lovingly tended garden—not something I intended to miss.

      “Okay. I’m coming, but I can’t stay long.”

      “Good. Drive carefully. Ta ta.”

      I took a quick shower, pulled on my new fleece-lined jeans—thank you, Penny—and grabbed a nice pair of slacks for later. Without waiting for my truck to fully warm up, I headed east. Last week’s snow had melted and become dirty, but a fresh dusting overnight brightened it and cheerfully stuck to the branches of the dense pines to either side of the highway. Happy kids woke up to a white Christmas. I was one of them.

      Two sets of perfectly beaming smiles met me at Allie-Baba’s door, and I wondered why Harry hadn’t also greeted me. Inside, I stomped slush from my boots and started to take off my coat, but Baba stopped me. “Keep it on, dear, we’re going out.” She pulled on hers as well. Turning to Allie, she said, “Be a dear and bring some hot chocolate to the barn.”

      Curious, I followed her through the mud room and out the back. The new snow made their place glow like a Christmas card. But why the barn? It would be just like Harry to order some ridiculous quantity of one of my favorite foods—like several cases of whipped cream—and have it shipped to arrive on Christmas. With enough money, you can arrange stuff like that. I smiled. He’d be wherever the gift was.

      A large pine wreath decorated the Brown’s red board-and-batten barn. Each white fence post from the barn to the road was topped with a red bow. It wouldn’t surprise me to know they’d hired Martha Stewart to consult on the decorations. “Where’s Harry? I mean, Michael?”

      Allie caught up with us and wrapped my cold fingers around a steaming mug. “He’s…away.”

      I felt my brows draw together and a question form, but I knew I wouldn’t get more out of him unless he wanted to tell me, so I didn’t ask where or for how long, although I was a little put out Harry hadn’t informed me himself.

      Baba opened the door and hurried us inside where it was measurably warmer. I love being in a barn on Christmas. The cozy warmth, animal smells, and the sound of horses munching…the first Christmas was in a stable, after all. It made me feel right with the world. Baba stopped at the first stall. The only horses here were Harry’s ancient pony, Thelwell, and Baba’s retired hunter, Grace. Allie didn’t have a horse. He’d been happy to pay the bills but never rode.

      The horse in the stall was neither Thelwell nor Grace. She or he had his back to us and head down in a mound of hay. A new green blanket trimmed in red wrapped the horse from shoulder to tail.

      Like a Christmas present.

      The horse turned to us.

      My breath caught in my chest.

      The mare.

      From the show.

      I looked at Baba. She grinned. “Her name is Calypso.”

      “I…but…who? How?”

      Her shoulders hiked to her ears, the grin widened. “There’s an envelope pinned to her blanket. Maybe that explains.” She replaced the hot cocoa with a leather halter and matching lead, then took Allie’s arm and left.

      I hung up the halter and quietly entered the stall, slipping to the mare’s shoulder. She curled her neck around to sniff me. I ran my knuckles over her cheek, barely making contact, feeling like I’d stepped into a dream, afraid she might poof into nothing if I touched her or spoke. It might be a dream, but tired cliché or not, I never wanted to wake up.

      The envelope had my name typed on it. No handwriting for a clue, but Harry must have been behind this.

      Inside, the note was also typed. Harry hated writing anything out. And his penmanship sucked. But he’d signed it, confirming my suspicions.

      Dear Vi, it started. So formal.

      Surprise! Okay, better.

      Of course I lied when I told you I knew nothing about the mare. Harry? Lie? Shocking. Not.

      But before I get to that, I need to confess that it was me who moved the trunk in Ed’s tack room. Son of a bitch.

      My favorite tie pin went missing and I thought I might have dropped in Ed’s tack room the last time I visited. Which would have been months ago. I swear I thought I’d gotten that beastly trunk back in place, but I guess not. Yeah, guess again. I’m terribly sorry Ed conked his head. Sorry? That’s what you say when you nearly kill someone?

      Perhaps the presence of the creature you are standing with right now will help you find forgiveness in your heart for an old fuck up like me. Plus, I wanted to give you something you’d actually value. It was true I rarely appreciated his extravagant gestures.

      I know you’ll want to pay me back—yes—but after the incident with Becca, I got the mare for a song. Killer price, really, so not necessary. I rescued her for you. Could be the best thing he’d ever done, but I couldn’t be in debt to him.

      She is cold-backed. And the truth is, so are you. You never let anyone stick, especially me. You deserve each other. Well.

      But I’ve gone away to get better. That’s all I’ll say about it right now, so don’t try to find out more. My parents don’t know much, so it’s no use bribing them, either. Maybe someday I’ll be able to earn more than your disdain. Good Lord.

      I don’t know when I’ll be back. Good luck.

      Harry

      I didn’t know whether to crumple it up and throw it against the wall or mash it into a pile of poop or what. Hot tears pricked my eyes. What the hell was I going to do with her? I couldn’t afford rent for myself let alone board for a horse. Then I noticed the postscript.

      P.S. She can stay at Allie-Baba’s indefinitely.

      I sucked in a deep breath. I didn’t exactly want to be indebted to Harry’s parents, either, no matter how well intentioned their generosity. I folded the note, slid it back in the envelope, tucked it into my pocket, and put my arms around Calypso’s neck. I would call her Cali. She kept chewing her mouthful of sweet timothy grass. I breathed in her scent of warm skin, dust, wood shavings, and hay, then stepped back until I could look at her. She picked up her head and regarded me with dark eyes full of intelligence and longing. I understood that longing at a soul-deep level. Perhaps we did deserve each other, but not in the way Harry implied.

      “Cold-backed?” I asked her. “Nah. All we need is someone to understand us, right?” I pressed my palm to her forehead. She blinked at me. “Someone who wants to know what’s inside.” I stroked her ears. “I’ll be that someone for you, okay?”

      She nudged my hand and blew out a long breath that ruffled her nostrils.

      I think she agreed.
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        ~ The End ~
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      This one is for you, Mom.

      Miss you!
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      Vi learns that her long absentee parents set up a trust fund for her. But it stipulates that she must keep a job for one year and get a glowing letter of recommendation before she turns thirty.

      

      Easy, right?

      

      Not so fast. When a ghost horse begins haunting her dreams and dead bodies start piling up, the question isn’t whether she can earn a reference from her new hunky boss, Malcolm, but whether she’ll live long enough to get it.
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      The truth is, my parents are alive. Pretending they’re dead makes their absence in my life tolerable. When the letter came from their attorney—crap—who would have guessed they had a lawyer? Anyway, it was like they were dead because it referred to money I might receive, “amount undisclosed.” That was just like them. Jesus. Amount undisclosed. What the hell was that supposed to mean? It could be five dollars for cripe’s sake.

      I tightened my horse’s girth from where I sat in the saddle, and she swished her tail in irritation, tossed her head. We both needed a good gallop.

      The letter said my parents had “made arrangements.” That’s a thinly-veiled Dad euphemism for “here’s what I want you to do, and I’ve fixed it so you have to.” He always gets his way. I went along like an idiot—hadn’t seen or heard from them in years, and I still went along.

      I’m like a dog. I can say that because I have a dog—Noire—running alongside. Doesn’t matter how I treat her—and I treat her good—she’d be happy to see me.

      Always hopeful. That’s what it was. I was hoping this time they’d finally come through for me—that it would be more than five dollars.

      I can talk myself into anything.

      This was the situation: In the next month, on May first, I would be twenty-nine years old. The letter from an attorney said there was this trust fund for me. To get it, I had to keep a job for one year by the time I was thirty—even a job working with horses—and I had to leave with a glowing letter of recommendation. That goes to show they were still keeping tabs on me, probably through my uncle. God forbid I should know where they were or what they were doing.

      We hit the straight stretch and I gave Cali her head. She eased into gallop.

      My first mistake was telling my cousin, Penny, about the letter. She’s more like my sister since my aunt and uncle raised me, and I lived with Pen and her husband, Frank. She’d shifted into gear, scoured the want ads of all my horse magazines, sent out my resume, and came up with a doozy of a job for me.

      Penny had sat one wide hip on the edge of the bed and flipped her long, dark hair over her shoulder. “You have to do something, Vi,” she said. “You haven’t kept a job for more than a few months solid ever.”

      She didn’t have to remind me. The breaks between had become longer. It was getting so I could hardly keep Cali in hay. If it weren’t for the tolerance of Penny and Frank, I’d have had to sell the nag.

      “Penny,” I’d said. “I ride horses, fancy show horses, remember? The kind that jump really big jumps for really big money. I do not give trail rides.”

      “It’ll be a nice break for you. All that competition is stressful.”

      Stressful. Yeah, right. What was stressful was the owners. All they cared about was winning, not whether their horses were happy or healthy or even ready for the next level. Penny knew all about the blowup with my last client over his horse. He says he fired me, but I walked out because I wouldn’t make his horse do something that would get one or both of us hurt. And I don’t mean the owner.

      I tried a different tack. “Yeah, but Missouri? For cripe’s sake, Pen, what do they have out there, corn fields?”

      “I’m sure they do have corn fields. But St. Louis is a big city. They have baseball, museums, a good symphony …”

      Crap. Penny is thorough. She’d done her homework, and she is always reasonable. I’m not. It’s a bad habit. Can you really expect reasonableness from someone with a name like Viola? Jesus. It’s the twenty-first century.

      “Like I’ll have time for the symphony when I’m taking care of twenty hack horses and who knows how many boarders and…I’m not teaching riding lessons, right? You told them I don’t teach?”

      She nodded, and I continued without taking a breath. “Anyway, you know I don’t care about sports, and I’m not going to be anywhere near St. Louis. How could you do this to me?”

      “I have not done it to you. I’ve done it for you.”

      She’d raised her voice. She was folding laundry and snapped the life out of a couple of pillowcases by way of calming herself before continuing.

      “You’ll be a little over an hour from St. Louis. It takes that long to get to Manhattan, so don’t make such a big deal about it. You hardly ever go into the city anyway. Now get going, before they change their minds or you run out of time.”

      I'd used every excuse I could think of. Penny overrode all of them. She’s not usually bossy, but had reached her limit, being pregnant. They needed my room for a nursery. I wouldn’t have a home to come back to when the year was up.

      So, I made plans to haul myself and Noire and Cali to Winterlight, the Malcolm family’s public riding stable out in God’s country, for a year of keeping their horses fit for fox hunting, giving trail rides, and “helping out around the farm.” That, I knew, could be anything. I hoped they didn’t expect me to milk cows or slop hogs or anything like that. Working at a hack barn was low enough.

      I ride jumpers, and I’m good at it. When I get in the saddle, some channel opens that is closed to most others. I used to get paid well to jump horses around grand-prix courses with jumps so high it would make your hair stand on end. It put me in a zone of some kind where nothing could touch us—if I was on a horse I knew was ready, a horse that could do it. If I was on a horse that wasn’t ready, I’d get a sick feeling in my stomach and do my best to find a way out of it.

      When the unthinkable happened because I didn’t listen to my gut—a deadly crash at a square oxer in the middle of a difficult triple combination that left a gelding with great heart in a heap and having to be put down, when that happened, and I went to the emergency room with a fractured sternum and more bruises and contusions and sprains than I could count, and I spent several days in intensive care on a respirator, only to hobble out to face a law suit from the irate owner who demanded I push his horse beyond his limits, I quit for a while and tried giving lessons.

      Made me wish they had put me down.

      Maybe a year of forced trail riding would be a good break. I would do my time and get the glowing letter of recommendation.

      Before I left Long Island, Penny made me promise not to “smart off,” drink, or get involved with my boss. Maybe she was right, but I only smarted off because the people I worked with were such idiots. The drinking thing I have under control. And Harry, well, who could resist Harry? Apparently no one, male or female. Harry didn’t discriminate that way either. I don’t like to share, so it was best to move on.
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      I pulled into the drive of Winterlight toward late afternoon on the last Saturday of April, and stopped. The ground rose and the road topped a hill, blocking my view of the place. A light cloud of dust hovered beyond the hilltop—probably someone riding in a dry arena.

      Nothing said I had to do it. Nothing said I had to collect the mysterious trust fund.

      The problem was a child. That’s why I stopped with the engine idling roughly, Noire eyeing me expectantly, and Cali pawing the floor of the trailer. They wanted to get out and run. I wanted to get out and run the other way.

      There was a child at Winterlight. I’d managed to avoid thinking about it all the way there. The girl of eight was just learning to ride. Penny told them I don’t teach, and they said that was okay, I didn’t have to give her lessons. The point was, she would be around, the child and her pony. I’d have to watch her ride.

      I rested my forehead against the steering wheel, but the engine jerked so bad, I feared a bruise, so I leaned back and rubbed my hands over my face. I was road-weary and really needed to stretch my legs, take a shower, go for a ride, anything.

      I didn’t have to baby-sit; I would find something else to do when she rode. She wouldn’t be my responsibility. No, I would not let the dangerous mix of young children and riding get in my way. I would work hard, take good care of the horses, and keep my head down.

      Like I said, I can talk myself into anything.
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      A long board-and-batten barn stood on the left. A second story at the other end was probably the apartment where I would live. A shed stuck out over a six-horse gooseneck trailer. On the far side stretched the biggest pasture I’d ever seen. Several horses grazed in its four-board confines. Somewhere beyond the barn, over on the other side of my apartment, was the cause of the dust. I couldn’t see the riding ring, but could just tell several people were trotting around in a circle, probably taking a lesson.

      It wasn’t too late to turn around. The New York plates might be a giveaway, but maybe no one had noticed. To my right, another field rolled out of sight, this one fenced in wire, with—oh crap—cows. The drive continued another hundred yards up to an old farmhouse. The sun lowered itself behind the two-story, white home, casting shadows in my direction, but I could make out a man and a woman—Mr. and Mrs. Malcolm, I supposed—coming at me, chasing a cow. Have I mentioned I don’t like cows? Nothing personal, they don’t strike me as the most intelligent animals ever created.

      Mr. Malcolm waved. That was it. I was made, stuck in Missouri for a year. And right in front of me came my first chance to show how helpful I could be. I shut down the hot engine. It wheezed with relief. When I stepped out, Noire bounced off the seat behind me. She’d never seen a cow, but I figured she could handle it.

      A gate hung open in the cow field fence, so I assumed that’s where they wanted this big, black one. I could block the escape and shoo her in. Couldn’t be much different from corralling a loose horse.

      Behind me, I heard voices and the sound of steel-shod feet on concrete—the horses being led in to the barn from the ring. With a glance over my shoulder, I counted five horses in need of a bath coming up the aisle and getting clipped onto crossties. Clipped right to their bits. Crap. A disaster waiting to detonate. Grime coated their sweaty necks and filled the crevices above their eyes.

      “Hey,” yelled a big woman crammed into black jeans, a pink camouflage sports bra, and high-top sneakers, “the new girl’s here.”

      The new girl? Guess that was me. I returned to the bovine situation.

      Mr. Malcolm, a short, bow-legged guy swathed in denim, shook a stick at the cow to keep it moving, and Mrs. Malcolm, who was a freaking Amazon in a plaid skirt, shouted something I couldn’t hear. Jesus. Am I in the Midwest, or what? Noire barked at the cow, who considered, head lowered. I shouted my dog back and stepped toward the beast. She grunted, I lobbed a clod of dried horse manure at her, and she tossed her head up, thought better of whatever was passing through her pathetic little brain, then shuffled through the opening to join her herd mates. I shut the gate.

      Mission accomplished.

      “Hope that’s where you wanted her,” I said as the Malcolms came up. On closer inspection, I saw the person I thought was Mrs. Malcolm was a man in a plaid skirt.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he yelled at me.

      This was a bad start. I swallowed my sarcastic tone and said, “Helping?”

      The little guy looked away quick to hide a smile. He had a face like a tattered linen shirt left too long balled up in the bottom of a drawer, but the grin ironed the wrinkles from his cheeks. The big guy’s skin tightened like my old trainer’s face used to when I didn’t ride the way he liked. His light-brown hair picked up the last traces of sunlight in golden sparks.

      “Do all Easterners think they walk on water, or do you know something about bulls we don’t?”

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw a small crowd gathered in front of the barn—five riders and a sixth person I assumed was their instructor. An audience. Was it too late to crawl into my truck and slither away?

      The man in the skirt didn’t control the sarcasm in his voice, so I really had to breathe deeply to keep from saying something I shouldn’t. Did he say bull?

      “Did you say bull?”

      “Christ,” he muttered. He slapped one hand up to his big, square jaw—he needed a shave—fingers on one cheek, thumb on the other, and drew his hand down his face in obvious frustration. He addressed his companion who so far had said nothing. “My new manager doesn’t know the difference between a heifer and a bull.”

      I glanced from one to the other. Obviously, the big guy was Mr. Malcolm. I leaned back to get a better look at him, skirt and all. It was a kilt, actually. I knew that much. A well-worn one. Great legs. Never thought I’d find a man in a skirt attractive, but this guy would look good in a tutu—Pen’s third rule came to mind: Don’t get involved with the boss.

      I stuck out my hand to shake. “Mr. Malcolm?”

      He regarded me critically, the way I'd done him, then took my hand. I squeezed hard—my hands are strong—and before he could say anything else, I added, nice as could be, “You hired me to take care of your horses, not your cows.”

      The little guy snorted, and the beginnings of an appreciative smile played at the corners of Mr. Malcolm’s wide mouth.

      He shook my hand. “That I did. You’ll be Miss Viola Parker, then. Welcome to Winterlight.”

      A smattering of applause greeted me when I turned around, so I bowed. Sheesh.

      At that moment, one of the horses in the aisle squealed like it had been bit, I heard the smack of a hoof connecting with flesh, another squeal. The horses in the field lifted their heads. A couple whinnied, and they all trotted over to see what was up. My radar went on full alert. There was a loose horse in the barn and no one else had noticed.

      What was this? A peep show? Jesus. Action, please. It happened so fast; my audience still had all eyes on me, their backs to the impending disaster.

      At the other end of the aisle, a chestnut head came up, another horse shifted sideways and the one causing the havoc, a small gray, ducked under one crosstie, then another, coming our way, gaining speed. The little palomino in front flattened her ears and let go with both barrels as the gray snuck by, his reins broken and tangled around one leg, whites of his eyes glowing. The palomino’s shot missed and hit a stall door with a bang. Everyone jumped.

      “Get back,” I yelled to the group, and I ran forward, putting myself between them and the gray. “Whoa,” I said for the gray’s ears alone. Noire stayed near, blocking the driveway. I dug in my pants pocket—I always have a piece of carrot or some kernels of corn or something in there, and if not, I could fake it to get close enough.

      Cali whinnied and shifted in the trailer, catching the gray’s attention for a moment. In the next, I had the rein and was at his shoulder. Blood seeped from a hoof-shaped cut on his forearm. “Whoa, whoa now, it’s all right,” I said, running my hand down his leg to pick up his foot. He answered Cali and danced sideways. I stayed with him, leaning into his shoulder and squeezing his ankle. He bent his knee, and I untangled the rein.

      Mr. Malcolm stood behind me. I hadn’t seen him move, but I knew he was there. He put his hand on the gray’s nose. Long fingers. Dirt under the nails. No wedding ring.

      “Okay, Smitty, show’s over. Renee, why don’t you take Smitty around the back and hose him off? We’ll figure out what to do with his bridle later.”

      A tall black woman with short gray hair took Smitty.

      “He’ll need that kick hosed for a while to keep it from swelling,” I said to Mr. Malcolm. “And horses should always have their bridles removed and their halters put on before they get put in crossties.”

      He looked at me for a long moment, not smiling, not frowning, sandy brows ever-so-slightly drawn together, questioning maybe—maybe if I knew him better I could tell. I read horses better than I read people.

      “You’re the boss,” he said after a time.

      Real soft like. Like a caress, seductive as the velvety down on a horse’s muzzle.

      Then he turned toward those who remained. “Norman?”

      The man I took to be the instructor came forward, and Mr. Malcolm spoke quietly, but not at all the way he'd addressed me. Now, there were sharp nails in his voice.

      “Why are the horses cross tied to their bits? Please make sure their bridles are removed and their halters put on first.”

      Norman slouched off without acknowledging the order. Oh, Malcolm had said “please,” but it was an order, no doubt about it. Why hadn’t I paid closer attention when Penny described his background? All I knew was that he was a mostly absentee owner, which suited me fine.
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      He switched tone again. This time it came out neutral. “The rest of you, get your horses untacked. Trail ride’s canceled for tonight. You can make it up next week.”

      There was grumbling and shuffling, but the riders went to care for their mounts.

      Malcolm and the short guy waited while I unloaded Cali. Malcolm helped with the trailer—he had an efficient no-nonsense way about him that said he knew what he was doing. When he lowered the ramp, he didn’t drop it, and he waited to unhook the butt bar until I was ready.

      My horse stepped over her own pile of poop and backed with measured steps, calm and collected. I knew better. She stopped to look around, and the horses in the field caught her eye. They had gone back to grazing once Smitty had been led away. Cali whinnied, swished her tail and sprang out with a sideways hop, just missing my toes. Malcolm moved back and whistled.

      Yep, Cali’s a looker—a dark-bay mare with four white socks and a perfectly-centered blaze. Lots of chrome, as horse people say. Chocolate-colored dapples melted along her flanks making her irresistible. Malcolm reached out a hand—I knew he wanted to touch her. She had that affect on everyone—horsy and non-horsy alike. But I warned them away. Her temper was barbed as razor wire. She didn’t like being touched when her attention was taken by something else, like it was then, by
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