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Many years ago I promised my English Literature professor that in lieu of changing my major, I’d someday write a book . . . and here it is . . . again.

The re-release of this book is an important milestone in my life. When it was originally published by Blue Feather Books, there was no one prouder than I. But I’ve grown a lot as a writer since then and this edition more depicts my current style of writing. Thank you Casey and Claudia of Bedazzled Ink. We’ve made A Kiss Before Dawn shine. 

All the humans in this book are figments of my imagination, or demons of my nightmares. However, Cedar, Cagney, Sadie, and the horses all existed in reality. Their personalities are/were too uniquely special for me to have made them up. Since the original release, Sadie, Cedar and a few of the horses have crossed over the Rainbow Bridge. I miss them every day, but believe one day we’ll meet again. 
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Chapter One
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AT FIVE O’CLOCK in the morning, Chris Martel opened the door, boots in hand. Three dogs followed her out of the house and wagged their tails as they waited. She sat down on the porch step to put the boots on and get ready to head out to the barn to start chores. As she laced her boots, she glanced up at heavy purple clouds.

“It’s going to be another hot one today, girlies,” she said to a chorus of happy tail thumps from the dogs. A thin sheen of sweat had formed on her tanned skin, and she mopped her brow on her shirtsleeve. Her scalp was already sweaty.

It had been raining off and on for the past two weeks. With the rain came stifling August heat and humidity since Lake Ontario’s effects were strong enough to reach forty-two miles into New York State to the small town of Bristol. The dogs were panting, and their paws left brief sweaty prints on the concrete patio.

Chris stood up, stretched her back, and followed the girls down the lane. Cedar, the oldest and most protective, and Cagney, Chris’s self-appointed nursemaid, both yellow Labrador retrievers, stuck close, cautious of the herd of hungry cats that tended to be grumpy at this time of the morning. Sadie, the Jack Russell, single-minded as always, headed into one of the grassy pastures to hunt for rodents.

The daily chorus of impatient whinnies and nickers from ten horses greeted Chris as she neared the barn. The stall nearest the house had a window that afforded a good view to a big black Thoroughbred named Top Hat, or Mad Hattie as Chris fondly called her. The minute lights came on in the house and Chris started out the door, Mad Hattie would sound out a whinny and alert the other horses on the farm.

Warm barn aromas met Chris’s nose as she opened the doors. She grabbed the feed cart and started to dish out the morning grain. She loved this time of day. The barn smelled of hay, bedding, and the sweet scent of horse. 

Ruby, her Paint mare, walked into her stall subtly favoring her right front foot. Chris narrowed her eyes and scrutinized her. She’d bred Ruby to her stallion the day before, and the mare had seemed fine then. She finished dishing out the grain and returned to the mare’s stall. Ruby nickered softly when she saw Chris coming near.

“Hey, big girl,” she said softly as she entered Ruby’s stall. “What kind of trouble did you get into last night?” She ran her hands down Ruby’s front legs. “You don’t have any heat or swelling. Okay, let me see that hoof of yours.” 

She rotated to Ruby’s side and lifted her foot. Ruby leaned on her, and Chris grunted with the shared weight. While she inspected the hoof, Ruby reached around and nuzzled Chris’s butt with obvious affection.

“A little higher, darling, it’s my back that hurts this morning.” Chris tried to ignore the sting of sweat that ran into her eyes. Ruby gingerly put her hoof down as Chris released it. She patted Ruby on the neck, walked out of the stall, and debated what to do.

She heard Bill Went’s voice as if he were there. “If the horse has her mind on pain, she’s not going to do the foal justice.”

“Well, sweetie,” she said, “I think it may be a bruise, but I’m going to have Doc come look at you anyway. I can’t let you be in pain while you’re carrying that baby.”

With strict horse-keeping practices in place, she summoned Dr. Richard Hall to the farm mostly during the foaling and breeding season, so she hadn’t seen him in weeks.

Chris reached through the metal bars, gave Ruby a pat on the forehead, and walked down the aisle toward the office to call the veterinary clinic. The dogs got up from the cool floor and followed in her wake.
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Chapter Two
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MARY JO CAVANAUGH turned into Dr. Hall’s driveway, ready to begin her new job.

She had barely made it to the clinic on time and almost regretted the previous night’s raucous celebration with a few friends, a party honoring her graduation from Cornell University’s College of Veterinary Medicine.

When her cell alarm had gone off earlier, Mary Jo had become conscious of a slight hangover, but couldn’t recall the name of the blonde woman sleeping next to her. Too hurried to wake the woman and too self-satisfied to care, she had located her clothes, dressed, and rushed out of the woman’s apartment to go home, shower, and prepare for her first day at work.

After she parked her Ford Ranger, she noticed a new sign attached to the red-shingled building that served as Doc’s equine hospital. She read it with some anxiety, but mostly a tangle of excitement and joy in her belly: Coyote Crossing Equine Clinic, Richard Hall DVM, and Mary Jo Cavanaugh DVM. She gathered her hair into a ponytail and pulled it through the back of her baseball cap. 

She quickly checked her appearance in the rearview mirror and hoped the fact she had a headache wasn’t apparent. After she pulled the keys from the ignition and took a deep breath, she got out of the truck.

Cool air wafted over her as she opened the door and walked into the front part of the clinic. She passed storage shelves laden with bottles of antibiotics, tranquilizers, various salves, and other supplies that were the mainstay of the practice. She paused briefly beside a portable X-ray machine near the door and took in the familiar odors of antiseptic, hay, manure, and horse sweat.

Mary Jo crossed the threshold and saw Doc’s assistant and wife, Donna, sitting alone at a desk, talking on the phone. Probably talking to a client, she thought. She waved to Donna and opened the door to the stable area attached to the office. 

“Hey there. Anybody home?” Her voice echoed off the high ceilings.

“MJ! Come on in.”

As long as she’d known him, Doc had called her MJ. His greeting made her smile. She walked in and stopped briefly to admire Doc’s updated clinic. It was so different from the early days when she’d been an enthusiastic thirteen-year-old owner of a horse. Although they’d kept in touch over the years via phone calls and mostly e-mail, this was the first time Mary Jo had seen the new clinic.

A garage door—where horses entered when they arrived—was open, and a refreshing breeze drifted inside. Three big stalls stood to the left, each with an individual number on the door. To the right, a surgical table stood next to a heavily padded recovery stall. In addition, the roof had numerous skylights which could be opened for better air circulation. Doc’s place was state of the art, and she believed it was going to be a pleasure working here.

“Where the heck are you?” Mary Jo asked.

“I’m in stall three.”

She walked in the direction of Doc’s voice, peeked between the bars of a stall, and found him rewrapping the front foot of a chestnut Thoroughbred.

Doctor Richard Hall was fifty-nine, but other than the silver hair, which he’d had the entire time she’d known him, he didn’t look over forty. He was a big man on a six-foot frame with muscles to match. Brown eyes complemented his dark, handsome face.

“What’s up with this beauty?” Mary Jo nodded toward the horse.

Doc finished wrapping the foot, stood up, and admired the horse. “He presented lame for the past year until his owner let me X-ray him. I found a growth on his coffin bone. I brought him in, drilled a hole in his hoof, and scraped it off. When he heals, he can return to the jumping circuit and I think he’ll do fine. I’m going to keep him here another week or so before I send him home.”

“We worked on cadavers to explore the hoof, so I’ve never seen a coffin bone in a live horse. Wish I hadn’t been tied up with the boards so I could’ve been here.” Mary Jo sighed in frustration.

“Better you get that testing done than be working with me. Technically, I shouldn’t let you practice yet without you having your license on hand, but I’m sure the state’s delay will be short. Either way, you’ll only be riding with me for a few weeks until you get it. I’ve already added you to the practice’s insurance, so we just need that piece of paper.”

“Good. You can introduce me to clients, and I’ll be able to put faces with names,” Mary Jo said as she opened the stall door for Doc.

“You probably already know most of them. Not a lot has changed since you were just a pipsqueak riding with me on Saturday calls.”

Doc gave the horse a reassuring pat on the neck and came out of the stall. “Come on. Let’s go see what Donna has in store for us today.”

Mary Jo followed Doc into the office area where Donna was busy putting together the daily call list.

“Let’s have a cup of coffee before we start loading the truck,” Doc said. “I won’t want anything hot for the rest of the day, especially in this weather.”

After he poured them both coffees, Doc sat with her to compile a list of supplies and instruments they would need for the day’s calls. Ten minutes later he looked up from his tablet. “Why don’t you wander around, look among the shelves, and familiarize yourself with where things are? I’ll be ready in a few.”

Mary Jo strolled around the office with her coffee mug in hand and committed the locations of the different drugs to memory. She opened drawers and found, among other things, sterilized surgical trays. A cabinet revealed wraps and boxes of casting material as well as boxes of syringes and needles of different sizes. The next cabinet held drain tubes, cotton, and catheters.

She had just located the case containing the metal files and drills for dentistry work when Doc called to her. “Now that you’re somewhat familiar with where things are in the office, go ahead and check out the truck.”

Mary Jo went outside to the parking lot and approached the clinic’s truck—an F-150 4x4 Ford pickup fitted with a vet box about the size of a small camper. It included drawers and cubbyholes for storing supplies, and a small refrigerator for vaccines and drugs that needed to be stored cold. The sides lifted up with the help of hydraulic arms. The back had the normal tailgate with a lift that gave access to the top. On the lower right, she spotted a small water heater and a faucet with a hose attached. A space in the middle held extra cases such as the X-ray machine, dentistry case, and a head stand used to support the head of a standing tranquilized horse.

“This thing is like an office on wheels,” Mary Jo said, amazed, as Doc joined her outside.

Years earlier when she had ridden with him, all of Doc’s veterinary supplies had been crammed into a little Toyota Corolla.

“True enough, except there’s no room to fit Donna.” Doc laughed.

Almost hidden in the truck’s cab, among boots, a couple of changes of clothes, and wrappers from various fast food places, sat a laptop with a small printer underneath.

“I’m not even sure there’s room for me,” Mary Jo said half seriously.

“You’ll fit, but it’s a good thing it’s not winter. I usually have a heavy coat and a couple of thermoses taking up that seat,” Doc said. “Okay. Let’s load up and get moving.”

Mary Jo opened the passenger side door and rolled down the windows to let the superheated air escape before she climbed into the truck. Doc did the same on the driver’s side. Once he pulled out on the road, she picked up the call list and started reading.

“So we’re heading to the Went Farm first?” she asked. “I haven’t seen Bill since before I graduated from high school. He’s a nice guy.”

“He was.” Doc sighed. “He died about four years ago if I remember correctly. His ticker just quit. It was a shock to everybody who knew him.”

“Oh, my God. I would never have thought.” Mary Jo paused. “That’s hard to believe. He was so young. So the farm is still in operation?”

“Yeah, Chris Martel inherited it lock, stock, and barrel. There’ve been some major changes, and it’s a regular horse paradise now.”

“Hmm, I’ve never heard of him.”

Doc laughed. “He’s a she. I didn’t think there was another person alive who was more dedicated or knew the horses inside and out the way Bill did. But he hired Chris, took her under his wing several years back, and they ended up forming a partnership. They were close, and it was hard on Chris when he died.”

“Who’s the barn manager?” Mary Jo asked, wondering if it was someone she knew.

“Just Chris. She runs the entire operation. The community came together to help right after Bill died, but she mostly does everything herself. Sometimes she hires the neighbors’ kids to help put up hay. She has her Paint stallion there and studs him out some, but the main business is a foaling facility. People board their pregnant mares with her to foal.”

“Sounds like a good business to be in.” Curiosity steered Mary Jo to refocus her attention on reviewing the rest of the call list as they drove. 

Doc was right. Not much had changed. She recognized the majority of the names on the list and now one more. Chris Martel.
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Chapter Three
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CHRIS LOOKED OUT the office window and stared at nothing in particular after she hung up the phone. When she rang the clinic, Donna told her she was first on Doc’s call list, so the wait wouldn’t be a long one.

All three dogs were dozing on the cot and got up when Chris rose from her chair. She left the office and strolled down the barn aisle followed closely by her four-legged companions.

She stopped at the hay room, put a bale in the wheelbarrow, and cut the twine. At each stall, she put a section of hay into the rack.

After feeding the horses, she grabbed the pitchfork and the muck bucket and started cleaning stray piles from the stalls. Whether the stalls needed cleaning or not, she fluffed the bedding. There wasn’t much mucking out to do; most of the horses kept their stalls manure free. But her stallion, a bay-and-white Paint named Stetson, was the exception. She forgave him that little sin because he was well behaved and gentle with the mares.

Chris finished checking the ten occupied stalls and pulled the half-full cart to the end of the barn. Her back muscles complained under the weight, and she grimaced as she dumped the manure onto the pile behind the barn.

Sweat streamed down her face as the day continued to heat up. She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, wiped the moisture from her face and neck, and ran her fingers through the damp hair that had pasted itself to her scalp.

While the horses munched their hay, she brushed each one with a soft bristle brush to remove shedding hair and dirt. All the horses seemed to enjoy the extra attention, and she found she bonded better with them. She checked to ensure all the bins were empty and no feed had dropped on the floor, since an excess of dropped feed might mean a dental problem. Although Doc checked all the horses’ teeth twice a year, she knew it wasn’t inconceivable for a horse to develop mouth sores from a sharp tooth in a short time.

In the first stall she opened, Sierra, a bay quarter horse mare, was chewing her hay a bit tentatively, obviously attempting to keep it all on one side of her mouth.

“I may as well have Doc check you while he’s here,” Chris said.

Sierra was bred to the top Paint horse in the country, but her owners rarely saw her. Still, Chris kept them up-to-date on their horse’s condition. She preferred to operate the farm that way. In her experience, absentee owners were the easiest to manage.

Typically, a mare’s owner selected a stallion to breed with the mare, paid the breeding fee, and passed the pertinent information to Chris. When the mare went into heat, Chris requested the stallion’s sperm shipped that day to arrive first thing the next morning. Once she received the liquid-nitrogen-cooled parcel, she had Doc come to the farm to perform the artificial insemination.

Of the ten horses on the property, Chris owned two. The rest were boarded pregnant mares. These eight mares never left her farm; the owners chose to keep them there under her care for the duration of the mare’s breeding career. She already had reservations for the other fifteen stalls. Those horses were scheduled to come during the late fall or early winter, which gave them adequate time to adjust to Chris and their new surroundings before getting down to the business of having foals. Doc’s imminent arrival reminded her she needed to schedule each of the new mares for an examination to ensure they were healthy and in foal.

Cedar, Cagney, and Sadie were waiting patiently outside the stall doors. Suddenly, all three dogs jumped up and raced to the end of the barn, yipping as they ran. 

Chris laughed. The girls loved Doc. He was the only visitor whose arrival caused them to act like foolish puppies. She walked down toward the barn entrance just as she heard Cedar bark.

“What the heck are you barking at?” she asked the Lab, who rarely made a sound.

A dark-haired woman getting out of the passenger side of the truck piqued her curiosity. The woman appeared a little standoffish as she stood with her arms crossed over her chest, but she seemed more at ease when Doc greeted the dogs in an animated, squeaky voice.

She had a slight build and was of medium height, though the coveralls she wore made it difficult to judge her shape. Not what Chris would call scrawny, but she was attractive nonetheless. The woman glanced at Chris long enough for her to notice brown eyes.

Chris leaned against the barn door and waited for Doc to finish his play. He finally looked up and saw her. 

“Hey there, Doc.” She pushed herself away from the doorway. 

Doc came over and gave her the anticipated hug and a quick peck on the cheek. She returned the embrace and got a grunt out of him.

“Easy there, lady, I’m not as spry as I used to be,” he teased.

She ignored the mock complaint. “Oh, don’t give me that. You’re as tough as they come.”
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MARY JO STOOD by quietly while Chris Martel and Doc joked and laughed together. An inexplicable twinge of jealousy struck her as she listened to Chris and Doc’s teasing. Chris’s relaxed stance revealed her obvious affection for the man.

She attempted subtlety as she checked Chris out. The woman was tall and tan. Her short, dark hair accentuated high cheekbones and a strong jaw line. The loose, V-necked T-shirt showed off broad shoulders, strong arms, and a firm, flat stomach. Cargo shorts and Timberland boots accentuated muscular, well-defined legs.

Her jealousy confused her.

“I’m sorry,” Doc said. “Mary Jo, this is Chris Martel. Chris, Mary Jo Cavanaugh, my new assistant.”

“It’s nice to meet you.” Chris extended her hand.

“Same here.” Mary Jo clasped Chris’s hand and briefly admired the corded muscles in her forearm. She couldn’t help but notice Chris’s deep blue eyes.

Doc and Chris continued chatting about the horses, and Mary Jo watched mesmerized as a drop of sweat started below Chris’s hairline and gradually worked its way down her temple to the back of her jaw. It eventually ran down her neck before disappearing into the hint of cleavage above the vee of her T-shirt. Mary Jo was staring, and she forced herself to look away and tune into the conversation. In her opinion, the talk proved boring. She wanted to see sick horses.

She turned around and opened the truck door. She pretended to look for the stethoscope already hanging around her neck, just to give herself something to do.

“Mary Jo just joined my practice,” Doc was saying. “As a matter of fact, today is her first day. She specialized in equine breeding at Cornell, so if we get into any pickles here, she’ll be a good asset to have around. She’ll be riding with me for a few weeks until her rig comes in. In the meantime, I’ll be introducing her to as many clients as I can.”

“Uh-huh. Personally, the less I see of your kind here, the better,” Chris said in a kidding tone.

Mary Jo felt that weird jealousy needle her again. What’s with that? She was unable to decide if she was jealous of Chris because of her familiarity with Doc or jealous of Doc because he had Chris’s entire attention focused on him—which made no sense as she’d only just met the woman. She decided she was feeling a little put out because she thought Doc should include her in the conversation. After all she was the new vet.

“All right,” Chris said. “I guess you better come in the barn and check Ruby. I think she has a stone bruise, but I’ll be damned if I can find where.” She started toward the barn. “Oh, and if you have time, can you check Sierra? I think she may have a tooth that needs to be filed.”

“Yup, no problem. MJ, would you grab the hoof testers and hoof knife? We’ll start with those before we do anything else.” Doc followed Chris into the barn.

Mary Jo’s annoyance at Doc was combined with a little embarrassment for his assuming she would be his gofer. “Christ, I hope this isn’t what it’s going to be like till my frickin’ license shows up and I get my own rig,” she muttered as she went to the truck.

Requested tools in hand, she strode into the barn and noted the impeccable cleanliness as she moved farther in. “Geez, you could eat off these floors.” She caught sight of one of Chris’s cats eating a mouse by the hay room. “Then again, maybe not.”

As she walked, she noticed the stalls had bars in the front with a feed access door. Each stall had a nameplate containing information such as the name of the horse, age, breeding date, due date, vaccination dates, and owner’s name and phone number.

To the right of each door was an individual light switch. She recalled the college had similar lighting. When turned on, the light brightly lit only that particular stall, which avoided disturbing the neighboring horses.

She heard a hissing sound as a horse drank from its automatic waterer.

“Wow, this place is way nicer than when I first met Bill. They must have done well together,” she said to herself.

Mary Jo found the stall that contained the horse with the hoof problem. Chris and Doc were already inside.

“Thanks, MJ,” Doc said. 

He held the hoof and grunted a bit as Ruby leaned her weight on him. He took the hoof testers, which looked like big pincers, and squeezed various points around Ruby’s foot. Clearly not detecting any soreness around the outside, he proceeded to pinch the middle of her foot. Finally Ruby jerked her foot almost infinitesimally when he pressed near the sensitive, soft, spongy area in the middle of the hoof. 

“The frog’s supposed to be a shock absorber for the foot, but it looks like there’s a small bruise at the tip of it.” Doc nodded at Mary Jo and traded the testers for the hoof knife. He then pared small slices of the sole away.

As Doc worked, Chris stood at Ruby’s head and softly rubbed the horse’s forehead. Ruby closed her eyes, apparently content despite the interruption of her meal of hay.

Mary Jo was almost entranced by the quiet, soothing tone Chris used to talk to the horse.

“I’m not finding a draining tract here, Chris,” Doc said. “I think we should put a poultice on her for a couple of days and see if we can entice the infection to come out.”

“Okay. I figured it would come to that, but I wanted you to check her just in case I was missing something.”

“I’ve not known you to miss much. This one seems so small most people wouldn’t even notice it. But I’m glad to help, and it’s nice to check in, too,” Doc said as he glanced in Chris’s direction.

Mary Jo knew what Doc would prescribe for Ruby’s treatment, so she headed to the truck to retrieve the necessary items for the poultice. She placed them in a bucket and returned to the stall entrance just as Doc put down the mare’s sore hoof.

“All right, pretty girl, let’s get you feeling better.” Doc accepted the bucket from Mary Jo, his demeanor quiet as he picked up Ruby’s hoof, applied drawing salve, cotton, a piece of surgical drape, and most important, duct tape to wrap the entire hoof after everything was in place.

Mary Jo left Doc to work and wandered to the front of the barn to a stall that contained a big, black Thoroughbred mare. The mare stood backed into the corner. Her ears pricked forward as she bobbed her head. Her gaze seemed to follow Mary Jo’s every move. Mary Jo began to move away, and the mare stomped a hoof and regained her attention.

Mary Jo returned to the stall door and glanced at the nameplate. “Your name is Top Hat, huh, big girl?” She looked down the aisle toward Ruby’s stall. Chris and Doc were still working on Ruby and jabbering together like they hadn’t seen each other in years. She returned her concentration to the horse and assumed Top Hat wanted some attention.

She lifted the latch, eased the stall door open, and slipped inside. Top Hat continued bobbing her head. Mary Jo reached to touch her. The mare pinned her ears back and lunged, knocking Mary Jo down with a shoulder.

She landed hard, flat on her back, and screamed as the horse gnashed big yellow teeth mere inches from her face. The seemingly gentle mare had turned into a she-devil! Mary Jo quickly curled into a ball to protect her vitals. She was trapped.

She screamed again and cringed as hooves slammed perilously close to her head. To her relief, she heard boots slapping the concrete. Chris was there in seconds. She slid the door open and darted inside. She positioned herself over Mary Jo and talked in a whisper that the horse obviously understood. At once Top Hat focused her entire attention on Chris. After a few tense moments, the mare relaxed completely. Mary Jo only had a brief moment to admire the legs straddled over her.

“Get up slowly and get out of this stall,” Chris said through clenched teeth.

Mary Jo crawled to the door on all fours and finally stood when she was able to slide the door open enough to escape. Once out, she collapsed on her butt and panted with the realization that she had just escaped death.

“Are you okay?” Doc asked.

Mary Jo was still trying to catch her breath. “I . . . I think so.”

Chris stormed out of the stall and closed the door behind her. “Jesus H. Christ, are you fucking crazy? You never, ever go into a stall without me. You had no right to go in there, and you were completely out of line.” Although she wasn’t shouting, she managed to deliver the message loud and clear. Her eyes were full of fire as she stared at Mary Jo.

Mary Jo mumbled an apology. She got up, brushed shavings off her coveralls, and marched toward the barn door. Chris continued talking in a heated tone, but the words were unintelligible.

What the hell happened in there? Mary Jo hadn’t done anything to antagonize the horse. She had felt competent enough to approach the mare. 

“Bitch,” she said under her breath. After a moment of thought, she began to doubt herself. Could she have been disillusioned enough to think she could approach any animal and have them respond to her? Maybe she’d gone in there just a little too cocky.

She returned to the truck to wait for Doc.
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CHRIS STARED AT Doc. “What the hell kind of help you hiring, Doc?”

“Now, Chris, calm down. You know that mare is mostly bluff, and both of them are fine.” Doc put a hand on Chris’s shoulder. “She made a mistake. All rookie vets do it. I’d be willing to bet she never pulls something like that again.”

Chris glared at him. “That’s beside the point. That mare’s foal is worth hundreds of thousands of dollars. If the owners found out a stunt like that caused her to miscarry, I could lose a lot of clients.”

“Chris, Top Hat is fine. Look at her. She’s eating her hay like nothing happened,” he said. “I’ll go check on MJ and get my mouth speculum and file for Sierra. I’ll meet you at her stall.”

By force of habit, Chris looked for the dogs. She knew they sensed her anxiety because both Labs walked over and took places on either side of her. She knelt down and buried her face in Cedar’s neck. She hugged them both tightly until her pulse slowed. “You beasties are such good therapy.” She rose and patted them both.

By the time she got to Sierra’s stall, Doc had returned from the truck with his tools. 

“MJ’s fine, in case you were wondering,” he said.

Chris ignored him. She grabbed a lead rope and went into the mare’s stall. Talking in a quiet tone, she slung the rope around Sierra’s neck and led her into the aisle.

Doc put on a lighted headlamp. He gently put his hand into the side of Sierra’s mouth, grabbed her tongue, and pulled it out to the side. This caused her to open her mouth without any danger of her biting him. He reached in and felt the surfaces of Sierra’s teeth. He withdrew his hand, adjusted his headlight, and peered into her mouth to check for ulcers.

“She has one little point back there on the right,” he told Chris. “She does have a fresh ulcer, too, so I think she may have just done that. You were fortunate to catch it at the right time. Many horses don’t even react to small ulcers. They simply heal, and the owner never knows there was a problem until the horse’s teeth are checked.”

“Good.” Chris’s hand never left Sierra’s neck. “You can work your magic on her, and she’ll be all the better then.”

“You were a little hard on her, you know,” Doc said quietly.

“Oh, please,” Chris said. “If that performance was any indication, your new vet has a lot to learn about being around these guys.”

“MJ is still green. She hasn’t yet honed the instincts that you take for granted every day. She would do well to learn from you.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m still mad about what happened.” But some of Chris’s anger had already dissipated. Doc’s calm demeanor, in addition to the calming energy her dogs had given her earlier, helped to ease her upset.

“Uh-huh, sure you are. I remember a time two years ago when you were at the mercy of that very horse.” Doc gave Chris a knowing look.

Despite the embarrassment and anxiety she’d felt at the time, Chris couldn’t help laughing at the memory.

The day Top Hat had arrived on the farm, Chris had gone into the mare’s stall to remove her shipping leg wraps. The mare charged her and held her hostage in the corner for what seemed like hours until Chris remembered the treats in her pocket. She’d tossed one into Top Hat’s feed bucket and the others to different parts of her stall. While the horse was preoccupied, Chris had slipped quietly out of the stall.

“I suppose I could go and talk to Mary Jo.” 

Doc grinned. “That would be nice.”

––––––––
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MARY JO’S HEART finally slowed to normal. She had stomped out of the barn humiliated and angry at herself and at Chris. “She must be crazy keeping a horse like that in her barn. That horse must have great bloodlines for her to keep breeding the bitch.” She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the truck.

She felt something against her leg and looked down. Chris’s Jack Russell stared at her with a ball in its mouth. The terrier wagged its stumpy tail in anticipation as she waited for Mary Jo to catch on and throw the ball. The dog impatiently pawed Mary Jo’s leg again to get her attention.

“Okay, little one,” she said. “Give me the ball.”

The terrier dropped the ball and tensed up to run after it when Mary Jo picked it up. She tossed the ball away, and the little dog scurried after it.

“That’s Sadie’s favorite game.”

Mary Jo started. She was so absorbed in her thoughts that she hadn’t heard Chris come up behind her. Her body involuntarily stiffened as she turned to see Chris leaning against the barn door. 

Mary Jo stood up straight, and her shirt stuck to her sweaty torso. The temperature was already in the eighties with barely a breeze. She felt like perspiration and embarrassment were radiating from her body. Based on the squint of Chris’s eyes, Mary Jo knew she was reading her like one of the horses. A stream of sweat ran between her shoulder blades.

“I guess I was a little harsh in there,” Chris said.

“You think?” Mary Jo replied. “Between you and that horse, I’m not sure who I was more scared of, or which one was nastier.”

Chris pointed a finger at her. “You had no business going into that stall.” She raised her shoulders. “And you have no right to be sarcastic, let alone stand there with a righteous attitude.”

“I seriously don’t want to talk to you about it. I said I was sorry.” Annoyed, Mary Jo turned her head. 

She didn’t want to look at Chris. She wanted to stay angry. She knew she was being unprofessional and immature, but she was being forced to eat humble pie and she didn’t like it one bit.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Chris shrug, turn around, and walk back into the barn. 

“The hell with her. Let’s hope I don’t have any reason to need her back.” Chris scooped Sadie up just before she disappeared into the barn.

Mary Jo frowned at Chris’s words but stayed at the truck and was happy to see Doc come out a short time later.

“Ready?” he asked.

She took a deep breath and nodded in reply. She got into the truck and let herself finally relax as Doc started down the drive.

“Chris come out and talk to you?” he asked.

“Yeah, talk.” Mary Jo snorted. “She’s as personable as that bitch mare. And don’t act all innocent. You probably sent her out. I can’t imagine she’d do that without a push.”

“Now, now, I told you, Chris is Chris. She doesn’t socialize with anybody that I know of. Since Bill died anyway. She’s a loner, and her animals are her family. You can’t blame her for being a little protective of the horses.” He glanced her way. “Playing vet in school is completely different than what we do out here, MJ. Remember, our clients are the mainstay of our practice. We have to treat them and their horses with the utmost respect, no matter how infuriating or belittling they may be to us. They depend on us as professionals to assist them in times of need, no matter if it’s for routine injections or major surgery. We can’t afford to be cocky. That only gets us into trouble.”

“Guess I didn’t make a good impression on the first client you introduced me to.” Mary Jo glanced at him and frowned sheepishly. 

Without pointing a finger at her mistakes, Doc had managed his own version of a reprimand. One she’d have to take to heart if she wanted to succeed in this business.

Doc’s voice brought her to attention. “There’s always that one horse that scares the living shit out of you. At least you got that over with.” He patted her shoulder.

“Surely that hasn’t happened to you. I’ve seen you work on horses that I wouldn’t have even thought of touching without a tranquilizer,” Mary Jo said in disbelief.

“Do you remember Scheller’s Appaloosa, Cinnamon? She was that horse for me. She charged me, stepped on, kicked, and bit me every chance she got. I broke four ribs and an ankle one time from her slamming me into the wall.” Doc tapped the side of his chest. “But getting back to Chris. In all honesty, she’s probably the hardest of my clients to impress and the most difficult to get to know. I know very little about her past except that she was a runaway. I only found that out after a long night of foaling.”

He stopped the truck at the end of the driveway and checked for traffic. Finding the way clear, he drove on. “She had two mares start to foal in the middle of the night one year. One delivered twins, and both of them died. Chris was heartbroken. I don’t think she would have normally broken down, but it had been a long night and she was exhausted. We had a couple of beers, and she talked a little about Bill and how she’d come to know him. Mostly how she missed him.”

“God, I hope she doesn’t tell the world about what an ass I made of myself.” Mary Jo was suddenly worried.

“Don’t be too concerned. Chris Martel has a lot of class. She’s not one to spread gossip.”

Mary Jo stared out the side window. Doc had given her a lot to think about. She absently raised her hand to her neck. “Shit! I think I dropped my stethoscope in that horse’s stall.”

“You want to go back to get it?”

“No way. I have a spare I can use.”

Doc’s laughter echoed in the truck’s cab as he drove down the road.

The next stop was to look at a tendon injury on an Arabian. Shortly afterward, they did pregnancy checks at a barn full of Morgan horses.

Two-and-a-half hours later, as they prepared for the next farm on the list, Donna called with an emergency colic in the adjoining county to the south. Fortunately the patient was a young horse with mild gas colic. From her training, Mary Jo knew young horses tended to be big babies when they experienced belly pain for the first time. A shot of Banamine, a pain reliever, gave the colt quick relief.

She and Doc drove forty-three miles before arriving at their next call, a nasty heel cut on a polo pony. In addition to treating several more minor injuries, they visited four more barns, each close to an hour apart, to administer fall vaccines. The last call took place at a hunter/jumper barn where fourteen horses needed examinations for health certificates. They administered another round of vaccines to enable the horses to cross the various state lines and go on to the Florida jumping circuit the following week.

They returned to the clinic at seven o’clock that evening, and Mary Jo helped Doc unload blood samples, the X-ray machine, and the dental tools. Although thoroughly exhausted, she restocked the truck despite Doc’s urging her to go home. She ignored her grumbling stomach and complaining muscles, figuring doing the work now would help her learn how she wanted to stock her own rig when the time came.

She and Doc checked the hospitalized horse to make sure the bandage remained secure and the gelding comfortable. Donna had already cleaned his stall, fed, and watered him, so there was little else to do.

Doc thanked her for a good day’s work and sent her home. With no disagreement this time, she stiffly got into her truck and began the drive to her apartment. As she passed the local food mart, she remembered that aside from a six-pack of beer and a bottle of wine, her fridge was as barren as her cupboards. She slowed, turned around in a convenient driveway, picked up what she needed at the store, and returned to the road.

Driving with her right hand on the wheel and the other hanging out the window, she reviewed the day’s work. She thought she’d done well. Doc had introduced her to several clients, and they all had seemed very willing to accept her into their barns. He’d even consulted with her on numerous occasions and allowed her to vocally practice the medicine she’d spent so many years learning.

Unbidden, her thoughts turned to Chris Martel. Why did things go so badly at the Went Farm? Okay, it was a dumb move going into that stall. Despite the tension between the two of them, Mary Jo couldn’t seem to stop thinking about Chris. She was completely intrigued at how her eyes had turned so many shades of blue and how difficult it was to quit staring at her.

“Just stop it. You don’t even know if she’s gay, and why would you even be attracted to someone like her? You’d have to be crazy.” Though the weird jealousy still disturbed her, she shrugged off the feeling as first-time jitters. “She’ll probably never let me on her farm again anyway.”

Mary Jo arrived home and unloaded the truck. She trudged upstairs to her apartment above a garage, and in her attempt to open the door, dropped her keys twice and the groceries once. She didn’t even bother cursing as she gave in to her weary clumsiness. She put the grocery bags on the floor and, with a sigh and both hands free, turned the key and pushed at the same time. She went inside the hot, stuffy apartment.

She promptly raised the windows to let in some fresh air and walked into the bedroom, shedding boots and clothes as she went. Her only thought was taking a hot shower.

An involuntary groan escaped her as the steaming spray washed away the day’s dirt, sweat, and horsehair and eased her aching muscles. She stood under the water until the temperature ran tepid and then got out. She toweled her hair partially dry and considered it sufficient.

Although it was still fairly early in the evening, she decided to lie on the bed for just a few minutes to give her back and legs a rest. She would fix herself some supper after that. Her eyes closed as she relaxed, and in a minute she was sound asleep.
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Chapter Four
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CHRIS SAT AT her office desk, trying to concentrate on updating the horses’ medical records. The ceiling fan rotated rapidly, but it only stirred up dust and moved heated air around the room. The dogs lay on the floor panting in their sleep. Although the room had an air-conditioning unit, she had opted to leave it off unless the room got unbearably hot. At the moment the temperature wasn’t far from oppressive.

“She’s got nerve being mad at me.” Chris was still irritated. “She’s the damned idiot who decided to saunter into the stall.” She recalled the moment and grinned. “Old Mad Hattie sure scared the crap out of her though. Serves her right.”

Chris finished the entry in Sierra’s file and announced to the dogs, “All right, let’s go swimming.” The dogs jumped up and sped out the door before she stood up from her chair. She chuckled as she followed them outside.

Her three companions trotted in front of her. The high grass on either side fairly often hid them from view as they followed a trail leading beyond the pastures. The dogs broke into a run when they reached the edge of the tree line, on their way to a five-acre, spring-fed pond where the water was cool even on the hottest days.

Chris ambled along the path that Bill had once told her was a former logging trail that wound through old-growth hemlock and oak trees. Someone had logged the back hundred acres of cherry, beech, and maple trees before Bill owned the farm. By the middle of next month, the daily visits of Chris and the dogs would wear the path down to dirt, except where fallen pine needles and leaves remained underfoot.

A woodpecker’s busy sound as well as the mew of a catbird accompanied her as she followed the path.

She heard the dogs splashing in the water even before she walked out of the pines near the pond and caught sight of them. Cedar and Cagney had found a favorite stick and were playing keep-away in the shallows. Laughing at their antics, Chris stripped off her clothes and boots and dove into the pond from the old barrel dock.

She swam out to the middle and called Cagney and Cedar to follow. She didn’t expect Sadie to join them, as she’d noticed her trying to catch a frog in a few cattails lining the rim of the pond.

When the Labs were about ten feet from her, she dove underwater and swam beneath them. After she resurfaced behind the dogs, she giggled quietly, shook her head, and wiped water from her eyes as the dogs tried to catch her again. She and the Labs played this game every time they visited the pond.

Once they tired of trying to catch Chris, the dogs swam to shore and sniffed around the edge. She floated over an underground artesian spring and relished the cool water that slipped over her body. She couldn’t imagine having to wear a bathing suit or swim in water that reeked of chlorine and God knows what else.

Chris swam to the pond’s edge, stood, and delighted in the coolness, but knew the sensation would only be temporary. She got out of the water and lay naked in the grass with her hands behind her head and her eyes closed. It wasn’t long before the sun warmed her completely and dried the drops of water clinging to her skin. A slight breeze moving through the trees brought to her the scents of pine and musky leaves.

She stretched her muscles, relaxed, and started to doze even when the dogs eventually tired of playing in the water and came to rest next to her.

An hour passed before she opened her eyes and got dressed. “All right,” she said, giving in to the thought of impending chores with a sigh. “Let’s head back.”

She toyed with the idea of going into the city as she and the dogs made their way down the path. She would see how she felt after chores.

Refreshed from her swim, she returned to the barn. The dogs went into the office to their beds. They circled several times, curled up, and fell asleep while she headed to Stetson’s stall. The dozing Paint stallion woke as she entered his stall carrying his halter.

“Hey, big guy, want to come out and do some
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