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  Chapter One


Emma Walker closed her eyes while listening to the ocean’s waves crashing against the sandy beach. 
The sound of the tide was loud enough to drown out almost everything else. Everything, that is, except her racing mind. She sighed audibly, frustrated that even her happy place, the ocean, wasn’t able to take her mind off her thoughts today. 
Emma’s eyes flew back open as they locked in on the waves a few feet from where she lay on a beach towel. She sat halfway up, putting her elbows under her as she watched seagulls scurrying away from another incoming wave. 
Down the beach, she could hear laughter. She decided not to look this time. Yesterday, it had been a couple that looked blissfully happy; it was nauseating. At least, it was nauseating now. Not so long ago that had been her and Liam.
“Liam,” she thought, feeling the nausea heighten when his name ran across her thoughts. 
Emma sat all the way up now, knowing the beach nap she had been trying to take for half an hour was not happening. Mandy lay on the beach towel next to her and had been asleep for some time now. 
“Must be nice,” Emma murmured softly to herself. 
“What must be nice?” Mandy asked, rolling over on her back, turning in Emma’s direction as she squinted against the bright, mid-day sun.  
“Nothing. Sorry Mandy, I didn’t mean to wake you up,” Emma replied, feeling bad for waking her friend. 
“It’s ok, I was already half-awake anyway because I kept getting hot,” Mandy said, sitting up too. 
“Want to get in the water then?” Emma suggested. 
“Definitely,” Mandy said, as she dusted sand off her legs. 
The two young women headed towards the ocean. They walked into the water until they were waist deep, and Emma enjoyed the cool water against her skin. 
Mandy tossed her a look; clearly, she was still wondering what Emma had been mumbling about a minute ago. The thing about long term friendships is sometimes you don’t need words; one look and she knew Mandy wasn’t letting it go.
“Just another nauseatingly happy couple,” Emma replied to Mandy’s unspoken question. 
“You do know you have two very attractive guys who are both crazy about you, right?” Mandy asked, putting her hands on her hips as she gave Emma a teasing smile. Emma knew Mandy was trying to lighten the mood with her typical humor. 
“That’s exactly the problem,” Emma said, shaking her head and turning towards the horizon. 
It had been exactly one week today that Liam had dropped the proposal bomb on her when she had least expected it. Truly, it had been a shock.
Emma had run out of the house and away from Liam without a reason or an answer. When she had finally stopped to slump against a tree, she had hoped to find some clarity as she sat alone for almost an hour. 
Luckily for her, Emma ran the opposite direction from the way Liam needed to take to get back to the highway. She simply couldn’t face him, or Michael for that matter, until she had time to process what had happened. After all, besides her career, marriage was the most important decision someone could make. And the moment Liam asked her to marry him, Emma realized that she had absolutely no idea what to say. Which is why she ran and didn’t stop running. 
Emma had later asked Mandy what went on after she made her great escape. 
After an hour had passed, Mandy went looking for her, knowing something about the conversation had gone terribly wrong. Thank God for Mandy and her best friend intuition. Mandy had apparently handled Liam so that there would not be yet another physical altercation at the Live Oaks Farm. 
Liam had returned to the front of the house when Emma didn’t come back and asked if Mandy knew where Emma had gone.
“Liam, I think it’s best you go home. I’ll check on Emma and be sure she contacts you when she is ready,” Mandy had told Liam that night. Luckily, Michael was at the barn when Liam had finally emerged from the house. 
Emma remembered hearing his sports car tear down the back road, watching his taillights fade into the distance knowing that, once more, she had broken his heart. 
Shortly after, Emma remembered hearing Mandy calling her name. It wasn’t long before Mandy found her slumped against that tree, eyes red and puffy. 
“Liam proposed to me, and I don’t know what to do,” Emma had managed to choke out. Her heart felt torn in half between the feelings she now had for Michael and the history she had with Liam. 
Mandy had sat with her for another fifteen minutes, letting her ramble on about nothing as her mind processed what her heart couldn’t. 
“I can’t go back home right now,” Emma had said after the emotions had let up a little. 
“Why don’t we take a trip then? You can get some distance, clear your head, and make a logical decision. I still have plenty of time off per my boss, no thanks to being kidnapped, and I could use a little vacation myself anyway,” Mandy had suggested.
It was genius really. What better way to get some perspective than away from the real world?
“Can we go to the beach?” Emma asked, knowing the ocean was the only place that could possibly help her get her mind right.
“That’s a perfect idea!” Mandy had replied excitedly. It had been a very long time since the two friends had taken a girls trip anyway. There couldn’t be a better time to do so than right now. 
“I’ll text Liam, tell him I’m going on a trip with you, and that I need some time to think. But what about Michael?” Emma asked, her bottom lip quivering at the thought of hurting him too.
“Let me talk to Michael. If you don’t want to tell him about the proposal, we don’t have to. We can just say we wanted to take a girls trip and hope he doesn’t press for details,” Mandy replied, shooting Emma a sympathetic look.
“It would only break his heart,” Emma replied shaking her head. “Don’t tell him about the proposal, just say after everything we both went through recently that we need some girl time.” 
After that, Emma headed straight back to the house and packed a bag. Mandy headed to the barn to tell Michael what they discussed. From what Mandy told her, Michael seemed a little confused but told Mandy to have a good time and that he and Sam would have things at the barn covered. 
Mandy said she wasn’t entirely sure if he bought it and that perhaps he was a little suspicious of such an impromptu trip. Not to mention that Emma had sent Mandy to tell him instead of Emma telling him herself. That alone was strange, and Michael knew it. 
Emma and Mandy were on the road to the beach thirty minutes later. Mandy drove and Emma booked a hotel on the road. They had decided to drive south and to visit the gulf coast. Emma remembered her dad saying that his parents used to take trips to Treasure Island all the time when he was growing up. It had been on her bucket list for some time, and with it being about two hours away, it seemed like the perfect time to visit. 
With so many memories of Liam and even some with Michael on the Atlantic Ocean side of Florida, the change of pace seemed ideal.
Emma had never been to the gulf coast, and it did not disappoint. The calm, crystal-clear blue-green water was breathtaking. And for a little while, with her best friend at her side, Emma forgot all about the drama back home.
That is, until today. At first, the beach and all the activities they had been doing was enough to occupy her mind. But after a week here, it was as if her mind had caught up with her and even the ocean couldn’t calm her racing mind. 
Emma was surprised at how little Mandy had pressed her to discuss the situation. On two occasions Mandy had casually asked her if she was ready to talk, but both times Emma had said she wasn’t ready. Mandy, despite normally being the type of friend that would typically press for details anyway, had backed off. Perhaps even she understood the gravity of the decision Emma was being forced to make. A decision she had not expected to have to make any time soon. After all, she and Liam were broken up. Or so she thought.
Staring out at the water, Emma couldn’t help but recall their relationship before the distance between them had taken its toll. She had been happy, hadn’t she? Before things became strained that is. It seemed like another lifetime ago that Emma met Liam at college back in Ohio. It felt almost fated when they ran into each other in Wellington. His good looks and charm had reeled her back in like no time had passed between meeting back home and re-connecting in Florida. 
Emma watched the sun gleam off the water in front of them as she continued to let her mind churn over her options. 
It had been like a fairytale. That is, until she had been stalked, which seemed to bring them together quickly given the life-or-death situation. But it had also robbed them of what the beginning stages of a relationship should look like. It wasn’t long after that she was back in Ocala. Had she really given Liam a real shot? Or had she given up too quickly when things got hard?
Not that she entirely regretted breaking things off; at the time, it was the right choice. Liam was hyper-focused on his career and so was she. They lived too far away to have a real relationship. So now that he was promising her what she needed months ago, did that change everything?
The glaring issue here was that it was no longer just about whether or not she and Liam could work through things with this new promise of commitment and less distance between them all the time. 
Now, there was someone else that complicated things even more.
Michael. 
Emma closed her eyes, her hands gently touching the surface of the water as she thought about how things had changed so much between her and Michael in just a few weeks. She still remembered the electricity between them when they had kissed that night in the rain. It had been her move.
Emma tried to put herself back in that moment. What had she been thinking? Mostly, she hadn’t. But there has always been something else lingering in the background of her friendship with Michael. 
He had confessed his feelings to her while they searched the Ocala Forest for Mandy, confirming her suspicions that he had felt more than friendship for some time. Emma remembered the feeling of everything falling into place between them after that. Michael had risked his life several times for her now. Certainly, that was something she should take into account. 
If she did decide to marry Liam, she had a pretty strong feeling that Michael would no longer be welcome in her world. That, of course, was complicated considering he worked with her at Live Oaks Farm. Still, Emma saw no way around being with Liam and staying friends, or even co-workers, with Michael. Too much had happened between them, let alone the altercation between Liam and Michael when Liam had first discovered Michael kissed her. 
Was she ready to push Michael completely out of her life to be with Liam? At the end of the day, that seemed to be what it came down to. 
Emma opened her eyes and caught Mandy staring at her. 
“You ok?” Mandy asked softly, reading Emma’s distressed facial expression.
“Just thinking about…well, everything,” Emma replied quietly. 
“You know I’m here if you need me,” Mandy said, more as a statement. 
“I think pretty soon I’ll be ready to talk about it,” Emma admitted. 
And she was. She knew this little vacation was quickly coming to a close. Back home, reality would hit hard and when it did, she needed to be sure of what she wanted. 
It had been strange not talking to Michael all week long. Or Liam for that matter, considering they had not been apart long, and he had asked her to marry him only a week ago. 
Emma shook her head, clearing her mind. This was a near impossible decision. In the end, someone was going to be heartbroken. She just didn’t know who that was yet. 

      [image: ]Mandy thanked the waitress when she brought back her credit card and receipt. Emma set her fork down on her now empty plate. 
“Nobody does seafood like the Florida coast,” Mandy said, eating the last bite of food on her own plate which was now all but scraped clean. 
“That’s for sure. Gosh, I’m going to miss dinner views like this,” Emma said, as her eyes passed over the setting sun and the beachside view from their table.   
“We should take a sunset beach walk since it’s our last night here,” Mandy suggested, her eyes looking out on the beach in front of them as well. 
“That’s a great idea!” Emma said, taking one last sip of her almost polished off pina colada.
The two women stood up and headed out of the restaurant’s patio area, stepping onto the sandy beach. The sand was cooler now, and both of them pulled off their sandals to walk barefoot down the coast. 
Emma had always heard the sunsets on the gulf coast were beyond stunning, and they were right. An array of colors filled the sky behind the crystal blue water. 
They walked along in silence on the part of the sand were the foamy waves intermittently washed over their feet as they strolled along. 
“Mandy…what should I do?” Emma asked, suddenly breaking the silence. Mandy’s head whipped around to look at her, eyes wide in surprise that Emma had finally opened up about the situation. 
“Oh, Em. I wish it was that simple. If I could give you the right answer you know I would! But you’re the only one who can answer that question,” Mandy said, her eyes reflecting her sympathy for what her friend was going through. 
“I know,” Emma replied with a sigh. 
They walked a little while longer in silence, Emma’s mind churning over everything she had considered earlier that day. “Want to sit and watch the sun finish setting?” Emma asked. 
“Sure,” Mandy replied. Mandy had been taking peeks at the breathtaking sky as they walked along too.
Emma sat on the powder soft white sand with Mandy beside her. Mandy had a thoughtful look on her face as she turned toward Emma again and wrapped her arm around her friend’s shoulders.
“Em, my mom gave me some advice once. I remember it was after my heart was broken; I was maybe eighteen years old, and it was my first love who had broken up with me. Back then, you think every guy you date could be the one,” Mandy said with a laugh. “But I remember I asked her how do you know the person is really the one? I was thinking just now and her words came to my mind, and I hope they help you the way they helped me back then. She told me you should choose a man who feels like your dearest friend. Mom always said after the honeymoon stage ends, what you’re left with is friendship. And most importantly, is he the person you can’t live without? So maybe just consider that; who is the man you can’t see your life without?”
Emma looked back at her friend, meeting her gaze. Was it really that simple? It made sense. And truly, there was no way both Liam and Michael could be a part of her life going forward anyway. At the end of the day when she chose, she would be essentially choosing one and exiling the other. 
So really, all she needed to do was figure out which of them she couldn’t see herself living life without.
“Mandy, that might be the best advice you have ever given me,” Emma replied.
“Good, I’m glad it helped,” Mandy said, squeezing Emma’s hand before she returned her gaze back to the now almost set sun.
Emma looked out at the horizon too, taking a deep breath of salty air. 
“Who can I not live without?” she thought. 
They watched as the sun disappeared behind the ocean and then sat there until it was completely dark. But by then, Emma had a pretty good idea of who it was that she didn’t want to live without. 

      [image: ]Have you ever had a dream that seemed so real that you weren’t sure what to believe? What if it was true? And if it wasn’t, would you want to retreat back to that dream in hopes to live in that reality a little longer? Sometimes life is stranger than a dream, and the only way to wake up is to face what lies hidden in your soul.
For Emma, last night’s dream was exactly that. It was as if her soul was trying to tell her something. She just hoped that something was the right choice. 
Emma heard Mandy zipping up her suitcase as she opened her eyes and looked around the hotel room a moment as she got her bearings. She still was trying to figure out where her dream ended and where reality began.
“Good morning, friend,” Mandy said.
“Good morning,” Emma said groggily, sitting up. 
“We better get on the road soon, our check-out time is in half an hour,” Mandy said, looking at the clock on the nightstand. 
“I’ll pack up,” Emma replied, still feeling half asleep.
Her dream still lingered in the back of her mind. She hoped it was a sign she was making the right decision. 
“Did you still want to stop in a few of those beach towns on the way back home like we discussed? I wasn’t sure if you were eager to get back home…,” Mandy began. 
“No way, let’s make those stops. As much as I miss the horses, I am not in any hurry to break a heart,” Emma said, still feeling anxious about her decision. 
Still though, it wouldn’t make the fall out of that decision any easier. 
The two young women packed up Mandy’s car and checked out. They planned to take the road that ran parallel to the ocean for as long as they could before needing to cut inland towards Ocala. 
They drove north, stopping at the most adorable town with a boardwalk that looked like it came right out of a travel agent’s brochure.
Emma checked her phone for the first time in a while as they waited for the dessert they had just ordered, despite the fact both of them were all but overflowing from the lunch they just had. 
“Mandy! I just got a text from Cathy. They just officially sent Clint to jail for charges of kidnapping and the ransom money they took from Cathy. It looks like he will be in prison awhile,” Emma said.
“What about the thirty thousand dollars he stole from her?” Mandy replied, wide-eyed.
“They are working on getting that back to her this week, thank God,” Emma said. Cathy had been so generous to wire that kind of money on a moment’s notice the minute she knew her best friend’s life was in danger. 
The two women sat in silence processing the events of those days until the waitress interrupted them with their orders of chocolate cake.
Endless miles of ocean on their left and far too much food had proved to be the perfect recipe for getting Emma’s mind off of what tomorrow would bring.
Emma ran through that tough conversation she would soon be having with someone she cared so deeply about as she stared out the car window. He would be crushed and the complications of what that meant for her future work situation were still swirling around in her mind. 
“You’re making the right choice,” she thought, reminding herself of the countless hours she had spent considering her options. 
Emma watched the miles of Florida’s coast roll by, and she let herself think about the upside of that dreaded conversation. When it was over, she could finally move on with the person she knew without a doubt she couldn’t live without. 
That was worth it all, at the end of the day. 






  
  Chapter Two


It had been late when Emma and Mandy had pulled into Live Oaks Farm last night. So late that Emma decided not to say hi to Valentine at the expense of waking up the rest of the barn. Besides, she needed a good night’s sleep before the tough conversation this day was about to bring her. 
Emma picked up her phone and called a number as her stomach did back flips. This was really it. The end of an era, in a way. 
“Hello?” a male voice answered, sounding surprised by her call.
“Hey, it’s me. Sorry, I know this is out of the blue and we haven’t spoken, and I’m sure you’re confused about why I disappeared to the coast for a week. I’m also sorry I didn’t give you a heads up, but I’m standing outside. Can you come out so we can talk?” Emma asked, her voice low and soft. 
Emma was sure her own heart was about to be breaking right alongside his. After all, she still cared about him deeply. But a decision had to be made and she couldn’t drag it out any longer than she already had.
So this morning when Emma woke up, she beelined directly to his place to tell him the news. It was only fair to not string him along any more than she already had. And Emma was sure she couldn’t take another minute of the pressure this decision had put on her. 
Liam stepped out of his aunt’s estate with an expression that still gave away his surprise at her sudden return. Not to mention driving over three hours to Wellington out of the blue.
Emma had not spoken to Liam or Michael since the day they had left for Treasure Island, so she couldn’t blame him for wondering why she had suddenly appeared at his doorstep. 
His eyes locked onto hers, searching them for the meaning of this visit. He surely wanted to know one thing: was she here to accept his proposal or break up with him, for good this time. 
Emma took three steps toward him, closing the gap between them. She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him into a hug. She breathed in the smell of the cologne that lingered on his collared shirt. He looked like he had just finished getting dressed for the day. That made sense she supposed, considering it was just after 7:00 am. When she woke up that morning, there was only one thing on her mind: talking to Liam. 
“Emma,” Liam said softly, pulling back and looking her in the eye as he put both hands on either side of her face. “Why are you here,” he asked, his eyes begging for answers. 
Emma bit her lip, trying to remind herself of why she was here. 
“Liam, you are a great guy…,” Emma cut herself off, realizing the similarity of her words to those of her ex-boyfriend, Jordan’s, when he had ended things. Ugh, she hated this.
Emma shook her head, looking away from his gaze a moment as she collected her thoughts.
“Let me start over. Liam, this has been an awful week for me, and I know it has been awful for you too. I’m so sorry I ran away and ghosted you after you asked me to marry you. That was not the best way to handle it. I am glad, however, that I took that trip with Mandy. I needed to really consider what your offer meant and if it could work. The truth is…,” she chewed at her lip again, trying to keep her emotions in check before she continued. Emma cleared her throat that now felt tight and swollen. 
“The truth is that down the road, I think we might resent each other for it. There would always be this push and pull of me wanting to be in Ocala at the farm with the horses in my care, and you wanting to be here with your aunt, your job, and the rest of your world. At some point, one of us would have no other option but to move. Whoever ended up moving, well, they would be giving up what they truly wanted. I can’t ask you to do that and I don’t want to regret giving up a career I worked so hard for either. We are just getting started in life and I see how much you love this job. I won’t be the one who asks you to move to Ocala just for me. There is nothing for you there, you said so yourself once. Liam, I’m sorry, but I can’t marry you,” Emma said, her eyes meeting his again as she searched them, hoping he understood. 
Liam seemed to consider what she said for a moment. Maybe he was realizing what she had, that no matter how much they cared for one another, that they would still be holding each other back. 
“And you are sure about this?” Liam asked, his voice sounding like he was holding back his own emotions.
“I’m sure,” Emma said, conveying this with her eyes the best she could.
“I’ll tell Aunt Cathy so you don’t have to,” Liam said.
“Thank you,” Emma replied, grateful he had even offered. That was another conversation she was dreading. 
“So, this is it then. For real this time,” Liam said, scanning her face, as if he was trying to wrap his mind around the fact that they would not be seeing each other for a very, very long time. Since Cathy came up to the farm, really, there was no other reason for them to be in the same room after this moment. Indefinitely. 
That reality hadn’t quite dawned on Emma until now. She had been so worried about the awkwardness and possible strain on her working relationship with Cathy after turning down his proposal that she hadn’t considered this fact as heavily.
This was truly goodbye for her and Liam. For good. 
“I guess it is,” Emma replied softly, the sadness of this moment taking over the pressure of the impending conversation. “Maybe we can be friends?” Emma added, although she had a feeling she already knew the answer to this question.
“Em, I don’t think I could be just friends with you,” Liam said, his eyes looking away from her now. 
“Ok…,” she replied, trailing off, not sure what else to say. And that made this all worse. 
“I’m sorry to cut this short, but I really have to get to work,” Liam said, after briefly glancing at his watch. 
“I understand,” she stated quietly. 
What else could be said at this point anyway? She had rejected him, and he wanted to move on. It was that simple. 
Liam put both hands on either side of her shoulders, looking her in the eyes once more. 
“Take care, Emma Walker,” he said dejectedly. 
“You too, Liam,” Emma replied as they still stood there, eyes locked.
Liam quickly kissed her on the forehead before heading back into Cathy’s estate. 
Emma stood there, watching him walk away from her. The tears that had been threatening to fall for some time now finally came pouring out. 
She didn’t know how long she had been standing there, staring at the front door of his estate that she would probably never see the inside of again. That seemed strange to her for some reason. 
Emma turned and walked to her car before Liam came back out to leave for work. That would be even more awkward, and it was best to leave now, the way they had ended it. 
“It’s really over,” she thought, as she put her car in reverse, backing out of the driveway. 
Emma drove down the familiar road, and for a moment she considered simply hopping back on the freeway towards Ocala. At least, that had been her original plan when she drove down this morning. 
But now, she was feeling a little nostalgic, especially with ending things with Liam for good. 
Emma pulled through the gates of Palm Beach Equestrian Center. How long had it been since she was here last? She hadn’t been back at these show grounds since her last day here as a working student for Twin Oaks. 
It was still somewhat of the off season for this area, but it appeared there were still some horses schooling here already. Emma parked in what used to be the parking lot closest to the Twin Oaks stalls. She wandered down the barn aisles, reminiscing about her time in this tropical, horse-filled wonderland. 
The palm trees blew softly in the light breeze as she walked down the shaded path. It wasn’t long before she was in the very spot where she had run into Liam. 
“Hey horse girl,” his words echoed through her thoughts as she remembered that moment. 
How had so much changed in less than a year?
Emma continued down the path until she reached the edge of the horse show grounds to the very spot where she and Valentine had made their great escape when Bo had chased her on his motorcycle.
Emma found a quiet spot shaded by palm trees and slumped against it as she continued to reminisce. Her eyes followed the road leading down towards the horse farm neighborhood she had taken refuge in that night. It seemed so surreal now, and it was hard to believe it had actually happened to her. 
Emma remembered the sound of Michael’s voice when she called from that groom’s phone. He had been so worried about her and dropped everything to hook up the Twin Oaks truck and trailer to get them, no questions asked. Looking back, Emma realized he probably could have been in a lot of trouble for that whole situation. Not to mention the truck and trailer crashed on his watch. Still, his only concern seemed to be her safety. 
“Michael,” Emma whispered aloud sweetly.
That was the real reason she was here, wasn’t it? Emma had to end things with Liam before she could truly be with Michael.
“Choose the person who is like your best friend. Who can you not live without?” Mandy’s words rang in her ears, as if she was right there speaking them to her. 
Emma had sat on the beach that night with Mandy looking out over the dark ocean water as she had contemplated Mandy’s mother’s wise words. 
It had come down to who she couldn’t live her life without since she knew whoever she didn’t choose would not be a part of her life any longer, given the circumstances. The more she thought about who she couldn’t live without, the clearer her choice became. 
It was Michael. Maybe for a long time it had been Michael. He was her best friend already. Then, when she kissed him, it was like an electric shock ran through her body. It was the spark that had been waiting to be lit. 
After he had confessed his feelings for her the day they rescued Mandy from that cabin in the woods, it felt like every piece had fallen into place between them. 
Had Liam never proposed, she had wondered if she would have had any doubts about her relationship with Michael. Sure, she wanted to take things slow and even now, Emma still had that in the back of her mind. 
But in reality, there was no one she wanted more in her life than Michael. And that was something that had been true for a very long time now. 
Emma sighed as she stood up and brushed the grass from her legs.
The hard part was finally over. Now, maybe it was time to move forward with her life.
And, with Michael.

      [image: ]When Emma had returned back from Wellington yesterday, she was a little relieved to find the barn empty and quiet. 
It was right around 8:00 pm when she had arrived back in Ocala, and even Michael was inside for the night. 
Emma had figured since she had driven all that way, that she may as well make a day of it. After calling up one of her old friends that she met when she worked in Wellington, the two met up and spent the day together. A couple other mutual friends had joined them later in the day as well.
It had been so nice to see her long lost girlfriends and talk about nothing but horses for hours. If that wasn’t a good palate cleanser after that morning’s heartbreaking conversation with Liam, she didn’t know what was. 
Emma had considered knocking on Michael’s door and talking to him about, well, everything. After all, they still had not spoken since she left for the coast over a week ago. A pang of guilt had ripped through her at the thought of leaving him so suddenly with him wondering how she felt. 
Emma also wondered if word about the proposal had somehow gotten out. Mandy and Liam were the only people who were aware of it, as far as she knew. Still, Michael wasn’t stupid. He had to suspect something serious had occurred during her conversation with Liam since it had sent her across the state without a word. 
She made the decision to talk to Michael about it all after work today, and not spring it on him late last night. Besides, she wanted to sleep on it and clear her mind of the breakup with Liam before going all in with Michael. Emma was still mentally processing it all herself. 
That is, until Mandy reminded her that this morning was her last day in town. 
“Shoot!” Emma thought. She didn’t know the next time she would see Mandy, so that meant her talk with Michael would have to wait another day. 
After having breakfast with Mandy, Emma headed out to the barn. 
Sliding the barn door open, Emma watched as horse heads popped out from their stalls, giving her low, excited nickers, their eyes wide. 
While she could really never get sick of the beach, she had to admit, she had missed the horses. Especially Valentine. Beelining for her mare’s stall, she placed two hands on either side of her mare’s muzzle and kissed her velvety nose.
“How has my girl been?” Emma asked affectionately as she scratched her horse’s neck. Valentine leaned into her owner’s hand and nosed her chest. 
“I missed you too,” Emma replied to her horse’s unspoken words. 
It felt good to be back to normal. Between Mandy getting kidnapped and then running off to the gulf coast, this was her first normal day in weeks. 
Emma was excited to get back
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