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  Chapter One


The warm, early morning breeze blew through Emma Walker’s hair as she stood in the doorway of her guesthouse at Twin Oaks Farm. 
Hands wrapped around a still steaming cup of coffee, she watched the rising sun’s rays shining behind the tall live oak at the edge of the farm. 
This was it—the last morning she would ever wake up on this breathtaking farm. Emma knew this day was coming, but she just couldn’t quite grasp the reality that it was here. This place had become her home away from home for the last six months. 
“This was my decision,” she thought, reminding herself that no one was forcing her from this place. It was the right decision too, of course. The opportunity Cathy had presented was too good to pass up. It far surpassed any of the offers from other farms, and how could it not? It was quite literally a dream come true to run a farm like the one Cathy planned to purchase. Emma had tried to absorb as much knowledge from Jenn as she could since officially accepting Cathy’s offer a few weeks ago. 
Emma watched the sun completely rise before turning to go back inside her guesthouse. 
“I better get packing,” she thought. Emma was starting to regret putting it off until today. In her defense, she had been working her regular hours at Twin Oaks until moving day, which was the agreement they had made. Since the farm she would be training at didn’t have any open living accommodations, Emma had spent the last few weeks looking for an apartment to live in until Cathy found and closed on a farm. 
That, unfortunately, had not been as easy as she had expected and took up most of her free time when she wasn’t performing her regular barn duties at Twin Oaks. 
Emma spent the next few hours packing and reminiscing about the day she moved in. It was funny how even six months could change so much. 
Leaving her luggage on the bed for now, Emma headed out to the barn. Valentine was scheduled to be picked up and hauled over to the new, temporary farm this evening, giving her most of the day to move her things over to her new apartment.
Sliding open the familiar barn door, she walked first over to Jimmie John’s stall. The dark bay gelding had found a special place in her heart, and he would be one of the things she would miss most at Twin Oaks. 
“Don’t worry bud, I’ll still be watching you tear up the Grand Prix ring,” Emma said, running her hand up the gelding’s forelock. He nudged at her chest, making her smile. 
“Be a good boy for Jenn and try not to scare off your new working student, ok?” she said before giving him a final pat. 
Emma said a quick goodbye to a few of her other favorite horses before making a final stop at Valentine’s stall. 
“I will see you soon, lady,” she said, planting a kiss on her mare’s velvety nose. 
“I’ll see you in a couple hours!” Emma called down the aisle to Mateo, who was cleaning a stall.
“See you later,” he called back, still inside the stall. 
Emma walked back to the guesthouse, loading up all of her luggage and the rest of her things into her trunk. Walking back inside, she set the house keys on the table like she had promised and took one more look around the room before closing the door. 


      [image: ]Three palm trees swayed in the breeze in front of a small lake at the entrance of the apartment complex she was about to call home. It was a far cry from the views of her former guesthouse.
“This is only temporary,” she thought.  
Parking in front of the clubhouse, she walked into the leasing office with the necessary documents she needed to collect her new apartment keys.  
“I’m Emma Walker. I’m here to move in,” she told the brunette behind the desk as she handed over the paperwork and a check. 
“Perfect, this is all we need. Let me grab your keys, and I will show you where your apartment is on the map. It looks like your apartment is in a great location. Lucky you!” 
Emma was sure the leasing agent meant well, but compared to where she came from, she doubted it would seem “great” to her.  
“Temporary,” she reminded herself again. 
Emma thanked the young woman once more as she headed back to her car with her new set of keys. Following the winding road that led to the back side of the apartment complex, she found the side street the leasing agent had pointed out on the map. Parking in front of her new apartment, she unlocked the front door and walked in. 
The apartment came furnished, a must for her, and as she entered the townhome style apartment, she walked into a small dining area followed by a kitchen with white cabinetry and a faux wood vinyl floor. The kitchen was open and bordered the living room, which had a small loveseat couch that sat across from a TV on a stand, and she could see the sliding patio door at the edge of the living room. Before walking upstairs to investigate the bedroom, she slid the glass door open and stepped onto the concrete patio. 
“Alright, this view isn’t so bad; it’s not Twin Oaks, but…,” her thoughts trailed off as she stepped out onto the grass, scanning the area behind her apartment. There was a significant amount of green space between her patio and the glistening lake behind it. A few scattered palm trees surrounded the lake, and what appeared to be a lightly wooded area lay behind that. Sliding the patio door shut behind her after walking back inside, she headed up the stairs to the open loft style bedroom area. A queen bed with a light grey comforter and a small, dark wood nightstand was all the room had to offer, but it was all she needed. 
Emma flopped lazily onto the bed, rolling over to look out the window that had a partial view of the lake. She had to admit, it was a better view than her old apartment back in Ohio. Twin Oaks’ breathtaking views had spoiled her, and she was sure her home at the farm Cathy would be purchasing would be equally gorgeous. 
Sighing audibly, she pushed herself off the bed and headed back to her car to unpack her things.
There was so much she had to be thankful for, and she promised herself to keep that in mind while she was in this period of limbo.


      [image: ]Dragging the last of her tack, tack boxes, and other items of Valentine’s scattered around Twin Oaks Farm, Emma slid down the side of the barn, sitting in the grass. The hauler had called to say he was almost there, so she took the few minutes she had left to rest her tired legs. It had been a long day of unpacking at her new apartment and packing Valentine’s things. 
The sun hung low in the sky, and Emma soaked in the last few moments of her time here while she had them.
“This is it,” she thought, knowing how much she was going to miss this place. 
“Do you want some help loading your tack into the trailer?” she heard Michael’s voice say in the aisle way of the barn behind her.
“You know, I may just take you up on that. It’s been a long day, thanks,” she replied, turning around as she spoke. Emma’s eyes met Michael’s briefly, but she looked away, cheeks flushed, moments later. 
The last few weeks since the night he kissed her at the Twin Oaks end of season party had been, well, awkward to say the least. For three straight days afterwards, they only spoke to each other when it was strictly work related. Emma remembered avoiding extended eye contact those first few days. Every time she looked at him, she felt a wave of guilt. Not that it had been her fault; Michael had kissed her after all. It was clear he felt guilty by the way he looked at her, and surely, the numerous drinks he had that night played into his impulsion. 
Sure, things had improved a little since, but it was safe to say they were still finding their footing as friends again. 
Neither of them had mentioned the kiss out loud to this day, and Emma had no intention of doing so. She could only hope they could go back to the way things were at some point. After all, she still wanted Michael in her life; that hadn’t changed. 
Emma heard the rattle of the large, empty trailer and diesel engine pulling into the driveway and stood up, brushing the grass off her jeans. Grabbing her saddle and a few other items that fit on her arm, she began loading up the hauler’s trailer. Michael picked up the tack trunk and followed her to the trailer’s tack room.
Emma turned around after setting her tack in the trailer, almost bumping directly into Michael, who was much closer than she realized.
“Oh...sorry,” she stammered, swerving out of his way as she walked back to the barn to grab the rest of her things. 
“Yep, still awkward,” she thought, after seeing the look on Michael’s face with hers so close to his. 
With the last of her things in the trailer, she headed to Valentine’s stall to prep her for the short trailer ride to their new farm. Emma glanced around the now quiet barn one last time, saying a mental goodbye to this chapter in her life as it ended the moment Valentine was on that trailer. Giving Jimmie John’s nose a quick pet as she walked down the aisle, she headed back towards the trailer. Once her horse was loaded, she thanked the hauler and told him she would be right behind him. 
Michael and Emma turned to one another almost simultaneously, realizing this was goodbye for now. It started to sink in as they still held each other’s gaze, that she wouldn’t be seeing Michael everyday anymore. In fact, she didn’t know the next time she would see him. Of course, Emma assumed they would make plans and see each other when they could, but that was before that night of the season end party. Once she had officially accepted Cathy’s offer, Emma had mentioned it to him casually, but they had not really spent much time discussing it since.  
“This could be my only chance to fix things with Michael,” she thought. This awkwardness had to end now; their friendship depended on it since they would no longer be seeing each other every day by default. 
Emma walked purposefully toward him, wrapping her arms around his neck before he could open his mouth to say anything. After half a second of surprise, she felt him wrap his arms around her back. Pulling away, she looked him in the eye, hoping to convey her message before saying, “Don’t be a stranger, ok?” 
Michael smiled at her for the first time since she could remember and said, “I’ll call you tomorrow; we’ll celebrate over some Mexican food and margaritas soon.” She smiled back before heading quickly toward her car, hearing the truck and trailer heading toward the entrance.
“See you,” Emma said, looking back it him once more before sliding into the front seat of her car. 
Peering in her review mirror right before she exited the farm’s black iron gates, she saw Michael standing where she left him staring at her car until it faded from view. 


      [image: ]A sign that read “Three Phases Farm” welcomed her as she turned off a back country road and onto the long winding driveway. Emma remembered the first time she saw Ben David’s farm the night of his party earlier in the year. It was twice as breathtaking today, knowing it would be her and Valentine’s temporary farm home.
Recalling the conversation with Cathy two weeks ago, she remembered her presenting the options for trainers and farms.
“Alright dear, I have a few people I spoke with that have the stall space for Valentine and are willing to work with you while we look for a farm,” Cathy had said. “Let’s see, we have Howard Barnes, Leslie Cromm, Ben David…,” 
“Ben David?! You got Ben David to agree to work with me?” Emma had said, cutting Cathy off before she could finish her list.
“Actually yes, he and I rode against each other for years, so I thought I would call in a favor. When I told him who you were, he mentioned meeting you and that you were a friend of his working student. He said he’d be happy to have you.”
Emma’s jaw all but hit the floor when Cathy had said that. “I want to train with Ben David; no need to go on,” Emma had said excitedly, making Cathy laugh at her enthusiasm.
“Well, I guess it’s settled then dear! I will give him a call and set it up.”
Emma snapped back to reality as she parked behind the trailer, now stopped in front of her. Not only was she thrilled to be working with Ben David, whom she had always admired, but the bonus was that Lily was now working for Ben full-time and still planned to work for him part-time while in veterinary school. Emma had been thrilled to hear Lily planned to stay local and would be attending the University of Florida College of Veterinary Medicine in the fall. 
Lily must have heard the truck and trailer rattle down the drive because she was at Emma’s car window waving excitedly before she had a chance to open her door. 
“Lily!” Emma exclaimed, hugging her friend tightly. She may be excited for the new farm Cathy would be purchasing, but she had to admit, working alongside Lily for however long that may be, was going to be fun. 
“Em, I am so excited you’re finally here. I have been counting down the days since we’re officially coworkers,” her friend said, grinning broadly. The two young women chatted excitedly as they headed towards the trailer where the hauler was pulling down the ramp. 
Emma led her mare from the trailer, and Lily led the way into one of two barns on the property. Admiring the bright white wood barns with hunter green shutters, she felt lucky to be at a barn of such caliber. Set back on the far-left side of the main driveway, three similarly sized barns sat half an acre apart and were a short walking distance to the spacious outdoor arena to their right. To the far right of the driveway, for as far as her eye could see, were pastures with slow rolling hills. 
They walked through the already open barn doors, and Emma saw that it appeared to have about fifteen or so stalls. The stalls were open-air style and had the option to close all the way, but many were open with stall guards.
Lily stopped at the last stall on the left, closest to the wash racks and grooming bays. “This one is Valentine’s,” Lily said, motioning to the empty stall. 
Emma led her mare inside, and Valentine immediately started lipping at the flakes of hay that were already in the corner of the stall. She smiled at her mare as she hung up her stall guard; Valentine seemed completely unfazed by her new environment. 
“Come on, I’ll show you around,” Lily said, leading the way down the barn aisle. 
Emma peered into each stall as they made their way through the barn, looking at each horse and admiring how healthy and fit they were. 
They stepped out of the barn, and the breeze blew Emma’s hair around as she stared out at the endless rolling hills before her. 
“So, this is barn one,” Lily said, pointing to the barn they had just been in, “and barn two is next to it, and barn three is beside two. Over there is the outdoor arena and next to it is the dressage ring, obviously. There is a galloping path that runs almost the entire perimeter of the farm,” she said.
“I can’t wait to use that,” Emma thought. 
“There are two apartments above each of the barns, and I live above barn one still. Ben said I’m welcome to stay there until I start vet school and drop down to part-time. You should stay with me once and a while!” Lily added, giving her friend a side hug simultaneously. 
“That would be so fun Lil,” Emma said, leaning into her friend’s embrace. 
“I may not be a fan of change, and it will be tough adjusting to a new farm, but it sure will be nice to see Lily every day,” she thought. 
“Across the driveway to the right, as you can see, are the pastures, and tucked a little bit to the left of those behind some of those trees is the cross country course. Back further into the property is the main house, which you probably remember from the party.”
Emma nodded, taking in the expansive farm; it had to be about three times larger than Twin Oaks. 
“The shavings pile, manure pile, and hay shed are on the side of barn three. Every barn has its own tack room, feed room, wash stall, and grooming bays. I think that about covers it,” Lily said, putting her hands on her hips as she looked around, making sure she hadn’t forgotten to tell Emma anything else. 
“Thanks for the tour. I don’t think I realized just how big this place was until now,” Emma said.
“You’ll love it here, I’m sure of it. Do you want helping putting your tack away? It looks like the hauler stacked it up next to barn one,” Lily said. 
“Do you mind? That would be great!” Emma replied.
The two women worked together to find a place for all Emma’s tack and tack box. Emma couldn’t help but enjoy the quality time with her friend, even if they were just putting away tack. The sun had completely set by the time they were finished. 
“Do you want to see my barn apartment before you head home?” Lily asked.
“Of course!” Emma replied.
Lily walked up the steps located at the end of the barn aisle and opened the door to her studio style apartment. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all the same wood as the interior of the barn. A bed and nightstand were on one wall and a small kitchenette was on the other. A large window ran halfway across the exterior wall. 
“It’s not much but…,” Lily said, shrugging, trailing off. 
“Lily, this place is super cozy, and probably not much smaller than my guesthouse was at Twin Oaks. Honestly, I love it.”
“It is cozy. I’ve loved living here,” Lily said, leaning against the wall. “By the way, Ben David said to say welcome and he’s sorry he wasn’t available to greet you when you arrived. He’s coming back from a competition, but he will be here tomorrow. He’s a great boss and an incredible rider; you’re super lucky to be working under him!” 
“I know I am,” Emma said solemnly. Lucky hardly covered how she felt about this opportunity and everything Cathy had offered her. 
“How are things with Liam? Is he officially living in Wellington now?”
“Yes, he moved the rest of his things from Ohio into his Aunt Cathy’s as of late last week. He starts his new job working for a general contractor construction firm in Wellington tomorrow, actually.” 
“That’s great! Have you seen him much since the night of the Million Dollar Grand Prix?”
“No, only twice. He has been bouncing back and forth between Ohio and Wellington while he was in the process of moving and interviewing for jobs, so we haven’t been able to see each other much.”
“Well, I’m sure now that he’s settled you two will be able to spend more time together,” Lily replied sympathetically. 
“I hope so; it has been hard being so far apart. Anyway, I better head back so I can get a good night’s sleep before tomorrow. I still need to dig all my riding gear out of my suitcases anyway,” Emma said.
“Well, I will see you tomorrow, co-worker!” Lily said, wrapping her arms around her friend. 
“See you tomorrow,” Emma said, returning her friend’s embrace before walking out of the barn apartment.
Gazing up at the stars as she trekked back to her car, Emma basked in the fact that she was luckier than she could have ever imagined. 






  
  Chapter Two


Driving down route twenty-seven first thing in the morning was something Emma had not yet experienced. 
Since she always woke up on the farm and never had a reason to be out on the road so early, she had never seen just how breathtaking this highway was when morning’s first light shined down on the rolling hills. It peeked out from behind large oaks with Spanish moss blowing in the light breeze, and it glimmered off the dew that still clung to the cool grass. 
While she still missed waking up on a farm and hearing the horses’ excited greetings first thing, she had to admit, this was a close second. 
Emma parked in the small gravel lot that was parallel to the pasture fence line closest to the driveway. A buzz of nerves and excitement ran through her as she headed towards barn one. Perhaps it was that she almost didn’t feel worthy of being here, or maybe it was simply first day jitters. Either way, she hoped to live up to any expectations Ben and his staff may have of her. Lord knows Cathy probably went on and on about her, typical Cathy, but that only made the pressure of this day that much worse. 
Walking through the barn doors, she was greeted by Valentine’s low friendly nicker and Lily’s face peering out of the grooming bay at the end of the aisle. 
“Good morning!” Lily called down the aisle, setting down the brush she had been using on a flea bitten gray. She walked over to Emma, a smile plastered on her face. With Lily at her side, this first day at Three Phases Farm couldn’t be so bad, right?
“Ben David is working one of his horses in the arena. He said to send you his way once you arrived,” Lily said.
“Ok, so she won’t exactly be right by my side,” she thought. 
A flutter of excitement swept over Emma again; would she ever get used to working side by side with such a talented rider and trainer? 
“Thanks Lily, I’ll head that way now.”
Emma gave her mare a quick dose of affection as she headed out the back door of barn one towards the arena. 
As Emma approached the ring, she realized just how large it actually was. Several people could be riding or jumping in this ring at the same time without a problem. Ben David was landing a chestnut gelding, whom she assumed was at least 16.3 hands, off a ramped oxer. It was the kind of oxer that would make her want to cry a little as she approached it, and if she had to guess, it was over 4ft tall. Ben, however, seemed to sail over the enormous fence like it was nothing but a cross-rail. 
He must have noticed her now staring wide-eyed next to the fence surrounding the ring because he slowed the horse to a walk and headed her direction. 
“Remain calm, and don’t say anything stupid,” she told herself. 
“Hi Emma, it’s nice to see you again,” Ben said warmly to her. 
“I can’t thank you enough for this opportunity to work with you,” Emma said, just glad the words came out coherently. 
“Of course, Cathy Anderson is a dear old friend and has said so many good things about you,” Ben replied.
“That’s what I was afraid of,” she thought. 
“I hope I can live up to all her kind words,” she replied.
“Don’t worry, we will make an eventer out of you yet,” Ben said, laughing warmly as he spoke. 
Emma couldn’t help but feel welcomed by Ben despite the fact that she was still a little starstruck. He was certainly every bit as nice and down to earth as Lily had described him.
“The gray mare named Nettie that Lily is tacking up as we speak is your first ride of the day. Don’t worry, she’s an old pro who knows her job well. It will be good for you to get a feel for cross country and a little bit of some beginner novice dressage on a horse who isn’t quite so green,” Ben said.
Emma swallowed hard; it had been a long time since she had done any kind of cross country schooling. Not that she had done a lot of it in general, but Maggie had always made it a point to take her and the other riders out at least once a year. She said it made their horses well-rounded and was good practice for some of the natural fences found on course at hunter paces. All summer long for most of her teenage years, Emma, Lily, and a few of the other girls at Maggie’s barn would do a hunter pace once a month in hopes of taking the Grand Champion title in their division in the fall. The hunter paces were based on riding a set course in an optimum time and had close to thirty natural or cross country type fences that were optional to jump. Although, they were never the type of riders to pass up a jump unless the ground was exceptionally muddy around a particular fence.
Emma hoped those years of hunter paces and cross country schooling had prepared her for this moment. She heard soft footfalls behind her and turned to see Lily leading the flea bitten gray towards her. 
“Guess we are about to find out,” she thought, as she took the reins from Lily. 
“Lily, could you please walk out Alibi for me?” Ben said, sliding off the chestnut gelding as he spoke. 
“Of course! Have a good ride, Em,” she said, smiling confidently at her friend as she led the gelding away.  
Emma clung to Lily’s good vibes as she headed towards the mounting block. She turned to the mare briefly before getting on, running her hand up her forelock as she spoke softly to her. Emma had always had a special place in her heart for mares and felt it was a bit of good luck that her first ride at this new farm was on one. She never quite understood the negativity so many horse people had toward them. Sure, they could be a little harder to connect with at first, but she found with some finesse and treating them like a partner and not a machine that they had more heart than most geldings she had ridden. 
Swinging her leg over, she sat softly in the saddle and gave the mare a gentle squeeze, asking her to walk forward. 
“All right Emma let’s just work on warming you both up and focus on getting to know how she rides. This one is incredibly sensitive, so a little bit of aid go a long way with her.” 
Her own mare was the same, sensitive to her every aid and every little change in her seat, so she couldn’t help but be grateful this mare was a similar ride. 
Trotting now, she couldn’t help but notice this mare had a bit more bounce to her step than Valentine’s silky-smooth gaits. Not that she minded, her time riding Jimmie John and the other young, green horses at Twin Oaks had prepared her to ride just about anything. 
Emma asked the mare to canter after they were warmed up at the trot, noticing this gait was just as bouncy but a little more comfortable than she expected. 
Ben spent fifteen minutes going over some dressage seat position basics with her, and Nettie responded to Emma’s every request with ease. She certainly was an old pro, and Emma felt her body relaxing with each passing minute.
“Let’s go ahead and jump a few things here in the ring first before we head out to cross country,” he said, motioning towards the low vertical jump on the quarter line. 
Emma forced her mind to focus on the jump ahead of her, despite it wanting to wander to the fact that a four-star eventer was about to watch her jump one of his horses for the first time. It made her feel a vulnerability in her riding she hadn’t even felt the first time she rode in front of Jenn at Twin Oaks. Sure, she had been a little nervous about that, but it was nothing compared to this.
Counting strides in her mind, she felt each stride the mare took under her, looking past the jump like she had always been taught. Nettie jumped it casually, landing in a nice rhythm as she looked for her next fence. 
“Yep, total pro,” she thought.
“Nice Emma, go ahead and circle, take that vertical again then take that oxer on the diagonal,” Ben called out from across the ring, pointing towards her next jump. 
Emma turned her body towards the oxer after landing the vertical a second time. It appeared to be close to three foot, which normally didn’t faze her on her own horse, but felt somehow more intimidating on a horse she had never ridden before.  
Focusing on the jump ahead of her once more, she sat up tall and legged the mare up to the ramped oxer. Nettie took a deep spot, tucking her legs under her, and cleared the jump by half an inch, landing and cantering off at a nice on course pace. 
With that, any fear she started with melted away. This was a nice horse, and she felt an instant connection with the way she liked to be ridden, more than likely because it was so close to how she rode Valentine.
“That looked great; she seems to like you! Let’s head out to cross country,” Ben said, opening the gate to the arena. Ben followed behind her as she rode Nettie through the open grassy area in between the arena and the cross country course. 
Since the cross country course was settled at the base of a hill making it hard to see from the barns, this was the first time she laid eyes on it; it did not disappoint. 
About twenty-five or so cross country jumps of various heights and styles lay widely-scattered across the open valley. Here and there a few live oaks dotted the field, providing a little shade to some parts of the area. And just when she thought the farm couldn’t be any more breathtaking!
“There is a small table to the far left and a brush box about ten strides past that. Go ahead and take those and we will see how you do. Remember, this isn’t stadium jumping; you want a nice forward pace, and you want to let her take them out of stride. Just look for the distance, and she will show you how it’s done,” Ben said, interrupting her gawking at the impressive course.  
Emma nodded, asking Nettie to canter forward. Sitting up in a soft half seat like Maggie had taught her, she focused on finding her rhythm as they headed across the field towards the beginner novice sized table. 
Counting aloud, Emma felt the mare’s hooves leave the ground, picking a slightly different take off distance than she originally saw. 
“Let her take it out of stride,” Ben’s words rang in her mind; she was still seeing show jumping distances. 
The brush box ahead of her was a little larger, maybe novice level height if she had to guess. Emma focused on seeing a similar distance to the one Nettie took last time, keeping the mare forward and in front of her leg. 
This time, she felt in sync with the horse as she took the brush box perfectly out of stride. 
“Much nicer that second time; that’s how you want to take every cross country fence,” Ben said when they reached him again. After another ten fences, Emma felt her confidence grow with each jump. It had been so long that she had almost forgotten the magic of galloping around a cross country course. As much as she loved show jumping, she couldn’t help but feel like this was where she truly belonged.
“Great job today! Go ahead and walk Nettie out. Lily has a list of the horses you will be exercising after you’ve cold hosed Nettie. They will just need some schooling on the flat, and a few on that list will be marked and can be jumped over small stadium fences as well,” Ben said before heading back towards the barns.
Emma figured this would be a good time to familiarize herself with the grounds while walking this mare out. After all, scenic walks on her horse, or the horses she worked, had always been her favorite thing to do at Twin Oaks. 
Loosening her reins so Nettie could walk long and low, she headed towards the galloping path that Lily had mentioned ran the perimeter of the property. This was one of the things she had been the most excited to explore since arriving here, and thus far, she was not disappointed. In many ways, this farm reminded her of a much larger version of Twin Oaks. It made sense too, since she was only about ten minutes from her former farm and the terrain was nearly identical. 
At one point, she had to turn around and head back to the barns since there was simply too many acres of land and Nettie was more than walked out now. 
“Not a bad problem to have,” she thought. 
Lily was wrapping the legs of one of the horses Ben had since ridden when she returned to the barns. 
“How did it go?” Lily asked, peering out from behind the horse’s leg. 
“You were right; Ben is the best, and so down to earth,” Emma said, pulling the tack off Nettie. Emma gave Lily the play by play of her ride as she finished untacking the mare. 
“Alright, show me this list. I’m ready to ride some new horses,” Emma said, her excitement now outweighed the last glimmer of anxiety about her first day here. There was something about riding a new horse for the very first time. To Emma, it was an emotional and magical experience to connect with a horse on that level. It was both challenging and exciting at the same time. 
Lily pulled a crinkled paper from the pocket of her breeches, holding it up so Emma could see.
“Looks like you have four more horses to ride today. Ben is clearly going easy on you for your first day,” she said, winking at her friend.  
“Let’s see, the first two are flat only, those are pretty young, green ones, so that makes sense. The last two are a little more experienced, I think going novice at competition and schooling training, but still fairly young,” Lily added. 
Emma quizzed Lily a little longer about each horse, hoping to get an idea about their personalities and way of going before getting on them. Within the hour, the first horse on Lily’s list was in the cross ties tacked up and ready to go. 
“Oh, I almost forgot, before you ride, I’m supposed to introduce you to some of the other staff,” Lily said, leading her out of barn one and towards the other two. 
“All of the horses in barn one are Ben’s, and of course our horses are in barn one. About half of barn two is his horses too, and the other half is syndicate horses he’s a partial owner in. Barn three is all boarders or horses he owns but are retired. Barn one is always the first one they do when they clean stalls so odds are they will be done or wrapping up with stall cleaning and such when you get here in the morning,” Lily said as they walked into barn three.
“Guys, this is Emma; she will be riding with Ben for a while.”
Two of the men were in the respective stalls and peeked their heads out to give a friendly wave or hello. 
“That’s Don and Hank,” Lily said, pointing each out as she spoke. “Luis is the one grooming that bay gelding and dumping water buckets just outside the door there is Clint, who actually just started with us today as well,” Lily added.
“Nice to meet all of you,” Emma said as they walked out of barn three and into barn two. 
“Oh good, glad we caught you before you rode. Emma, this is Ben David’s head trainer and barn manager, Julia.”
“Welcome Emma! I have been looking forward to meeting you,” Julia said, reaching out to take her hand. Julia was tall and thin with dirty blonde hair that peeked out of the sides of her helmet. 
“So nice to meet you, Julia! I’m looking forward to working with you as well,” Emma replied to the young woman. Lily had always said the nicest things about Julia, and she was hoping to siphon all the knowledge she could from her before becoming a barn manager herself. 
The rest of the day flew by after that, as it always seemed to at Twin Oaks when she was exercising horses. Slumped on the side of the barn as she chugged the last of her water, Emma thought about the events of the last few days. 
While she still missed certain things about Twin Oaks, namely Michael and her former guesthouse, she felt an assurance about her decision to leave now that her first day at Three Phases was just about over. 
Sliding her phone from her pocket, she dialed Michael’s number; he had called halfway through her last ride, but she had been unable to answer. 
“How was your first day on the new farm?” Michael asked on the other line. Emma filled him in, and Michael chimed in with more questions as she spoke. 
“If you want, I could pick you up at the farm, and we could go to dinner?” he asked. 
“That would be great! I still haven’t had time to grocery shop for the new apartment anyway,” Emma replied.
“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” Michael said before he hung up. 
Emma smiled as she put her phone away. It seemed like maybe the friendship between them was starting to rekindle despite her original concerns after all. 

      [image: ]Emma and Lily were sitting in the grass near the farm’s parking lot when Michael pulled in the driveway in the Twin Oaks truck. 
As his boots hit the gravel, Emma watched the look on his face as he scanned the expansive grounds. It was probably a similar look to the one she had her first day here as well.
“This place is…,” Michael said, his voice trailing off.
“I know,” Emma said in a soft voice, standing next to him now. 
“Nice seeing you, Michael. Have a good night, Em!” Lily said, waving as she headed back to her barn apartment.
Alone now, Emma couldn’t help but feel a little bit awkward around Michael still. Sure, talking on the phone was one thing. But in person, there was still something a little off between them. 
“Want to say hi to Valentine and see the other side of the property?” Emma asked, hoping a little walk around





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
SARAH WELK BAYNUM





OEBPS/images/3b2605cc-6694-4b17-ae00-16f92dde85a8.png







