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Dedication

 


To Michael, without you
this journey would be meaningless.


Prologue

 


 


A pale sun
shone weakly through clouds that crowded the cool eastern sky as
she watched from a distance at life gone on without her. A
satisfied smile bowed her lips. She would possess again what she’d
once walked away from, a triumphant return to claim what she had
always believed to be rightfully hers.

Many years had
passed, and it could be said that she’d stayed away too long, but
now she was back, and nothing would stand in her way. Nothing!

And for those
who resisted the winds of change, it was always best to be prepared
for a wild and exhilarating ride. That was a promise, and for sure
their normal would never be the same again.


Chapter One

 


 


It had been a
difficult winter. With record snowfall in late January, and all of
February, that caused hardship to almost everyone, some wondered,
with understandable frustration, if it would ever come to an end.
And so, when March eventually began to melt away into an
unseasonably warm April, it made for a lift in everyone’s mood.

It was a
routine day at the Emerald Valley Quarter Horse Ranch and with
spring quickly approaching, there was the usual increase in traffic
— a colourful parade of horse trailers that came from near and far,
mares delivered to avail themselves of Savero’s stud service.
Savero, already hailed as one of the finest stallions alive, had
become something of a celebrity given the news coverage regarding
his theft, and that only served to increase his popularity — that
coveted cream gene was still in huge demand.

The sun was
shining brightly on Tuesday morning when Jessica paid her usual
visit to Savero before he was needed in the breeding shed. He had
an appointment at 10:30 with Sunshine Baby, Lisa, the barn manager,
had told her, so she made sure she was at his stall with her carrot
in plenty of time.

Jessica stroked
the forehead of the big horse. “Hey, boy, miss me?”

Savero nickered
softly in response.

Lisa was
standing in the stall. “I’d say that’s a yes. He watches for you
every morning now. I can see it. You two have become pretty close,
haven’t you?”

Jessica smiled,
offering the carrot to Savero, and amazingly gentle, he took it
from her hand and began to munch noisily. “Oh, I think Kane will
always be his favourite, of course. I don’t think anyone will ever
be any closer than those two.”

“I’d certainly
say that’s true.” Lisa was a tall woman with a wealth of radiant
auburn hair kept in a neat braid that hung down her back.
“Especially since what happened last year. I think that changed the
dynamics of everyone involved.”

“Yes, you try
to move on, but unfortunately you never forget.”

She and Lisa
got along very well. Kane’s new barn manager had proven herself to
be a brilliant addition to the Emerald Valley staff, great with all
the horses — including, and especially, Savero Gold. She’d been
working with horses since she was a girl and still had her own
Hanoverian jumper, Kit, although she’d retired from competition
after her son, Casey, was born. She made no secret of the fact she
was delighted when her husband, Robbie, got posted to the Sussex
detachment and she found a job at Emerald Valley. Pleasant and
hardworking, she always took a few moments out of her busy day to
talk to Jessica. Everyone understood Jessica’s long emotional
journey back from the abduction ordeal.

“Are you
sleeping any better now, Jess?”

“Quite a bit
better, thanks, but I still have nightmares from time to time.
Funny, a person thinks they’re handling things just fine, but
inside, it’s a totally different story.”

“That’s so
true. It takes a long while to get over something like that — both
you and Kane.”

Jessica glanced
around. “Have you seen Kane by any chance this morning? He’s not up
in his office.”

“No, he and
Martin are over at the other end of the barn talking to the vet.
Hey, we got a new baby if you want to take a peek. Golden Lady had
her foal about four this morning, a beautiful little filly. She’s
some cute. Oh, I think I hear Savero’s ten-thirty appointment
arriving so I have to take the stud over. Talk to you later.”

Jessica felt
relaxed this morning. She’d taken her time getting to the main
barn, enjoying the talkative little black-capped chickadees hopping
from branch to branch in the old butternut tree in front of the
main barn. Migrating songbirds were already beginning to arrive,
building their nests and starting their daily chorus just before
daybreak. Another two or three weeks and it’d be time to get the
hummingbird feeders out.

It had been
just about nine months ago that she’d seen this ranch for the first
time — the night Kane had brought her home after a deer had run
into her car out on the highway. She smiled, remembering that
night, still on a high from that scorching first kiss in the
parking lot at The Bottomless Cup. If she had to try to pinpoint
the moment she’d lost her heart to Kane, that just might be it.

So much had
changed in her life since then. Little did she know that just over
a week later, they’d be married, and although they had left that
restaurant with great anticipation of a wonderful wedding night,
they never dreamed it would end in such disaster. As usual though,
when any thoughts came to mind about that horrible night, she
tamped them down. No, she just couldn’t go there — not to any great
depth. It was simply too painful. What would it accomplish anyway
to dwell on the past, recent or otherwise, one of her foster
mothers would admonish her when she’d wanted to talk about
something that was on her mind. So, she’d learned at an early age
to bury what was troubling her. It was probably better that way
anyway. Everyone had their own problems.

Taking her time
to get to Golden Lady’s stall, Jessica stopped to pet some of the
other horses along the way, promising to bring them carrots too, if
Kane said it was all right to do so. Finally reaching the stall,
there in the straw was the leggy little foal, sleeping peacefully
while the mare stood guard over her fuzzy baby. Just adorable! She
was a gorgeous little cremello like her parents, and her mother
watched Jessica with her large light blue eyes.

Jessica thought
of herself and how she would feel when she was finally a mother
with a baby of their very own. Would it be a little girl or a boy —
a miniature version of Kane? The thought of a little blonde-haired
boy, like his daddy made her smile again. She couldn’t wait. It
would change everything in their lives, and she would welcome
something better to think about. Lost in thought, she was oblivious
to what was going on around her when suddenly she was grabbed from
behind. Two strong hands gripped her waist, almost knocking her off
her feet as she tried to wrestle free — immediately back in her
nightmare. Oh dear God, it was happening again, she thought, the
realization pounding in her brain. Help!

A
blood-curdling scream tore from her throat — and then another as
she crumpled to her knees. “No! No!”

She screamed,
her eyes wild with terror, blindly lashing out as Kane and Martin
came running up the back aisle to where she had dropped down beside
by Golden Lady’s stall.

“What in hell
is going on here?” Kane bellowed at the young man who was standing
a few feet away with a smirk on his face.

Kane knelt
beside Jessica, pulling her into his arms. “Jessica! It’s okay,
Jess, everything’s fine. Martin and I are right here with you. It’s
all right. I’ve got you, you’re safe.”

Sandy the groom
and two of the summer students came running up the centre aisle
when they heard the scream.

Martin held up
his hand. “It’s okay, everybody. Everything’s under control here.
Just go back to work — and thanks.”

Still breathing
heavily Jessica stopped struggling and allowed Kane to help her to
her feet. She was trembling violently and felt as if her legs would
not hold her up — lightheaded as though she was about to faint.

Seeing that she
was in no condition to walk, Kane scooped her into his arms,
cradling her against his chest.

Jessica’s voice
was barely a whisper. “I thought it was happening again.”

“You’re okay,
honey. Let’s get you out of here.” Kane glared at the obviously
unrepentant young man as he brushed past him to take Jessica up to
the house. “I’ll be back.”

The young man
looked at Martin. “What is it with her? I was just trying to shake
her up a little bit, you know, get her blood pumping. Women love
that stuff.”

Martin’s jaw
was working, angrily. “What are you doing here — in this barn?”

“The barn
manager and I are here with the mare, Sunshine Baby. The horse is
over in the breeding shed getting bred right about now.” He glanced
at his watch. “I’m the groom, Boone. Just thought I’d hang around
here for a few minutes and check out the local talent.”

Martin was
incensed. “Local talent! What did you do to her to make her scream
like that?”

“What?”

“Are you deaf?
I asked you what you did that made her scream like that!”

“Nothing
really. Just having a little fun is all. Didn’t think I’d get that
kind of a reaction though. Wow! Talk about fireworks. What’s wrong
with her anyway?”

“What did you
do!”

“Geez, lighten
up, man. I only grabbed her from behind is all. You know —
surprise! Usually it gets a big laugh, but she’s one nervous barn
bunny. What’s her problem? She shouldn’t be hanging around here if
she can’t take a joke. She needs to relax a little. Enjoy life, you
know? Life’s too short to be scared of your own shadow.”

Martin was
seething. “That barn bunny, as you put it, happens to be the
owner’s wife and if you’re smart you’ll get out of here before he
gets back. Oh … too late, here he comes.”

Kane strode
down the aisle, clearly furious. Martin was very familiar with that
look — the last time he’d seen it was when he’d caught Greg
Drummond beating Savero with a whip. He was much angrier now.
Martin knew from his teenager days with Rowdy and Kane that Kane
was nobody to be fooled with. He wasn’t dirty, but nobody pushed
him around and not too many people were dumb enough to tangle with
him. And now he was super protective of Jessica, which was easy to
understand. They all felt protective of her, after all that poor
girl had been through, and to have this happen, almost in the very
spot where she had been abducted last June, was unthinkable.

“Who are you?”
Kane marched up to the young man. “I want your name. Now!”

Facing two
angry, much bigger men had taken some of the cockiness out of him,
yet he still seemed sure he could justify his actions and talk his
way out of it.

The young man
smiled, extending his hand toward Kane, but it was ignored. “I’m
Boone Thomas, the Third. Look, I’m sorry about that little trick I
played on that chick. I didn’t know it was your wife, man, and I
had no idea she’d flip out like she did. Geez, she scared me
screaming like that. I’ll be more careful with her next time. I
promise. Okay? Let’s just forget this whole thing.”

Kane’s eyes
glittered. “No, I’m not just going to forget this whole thing.
First of all, you put your hands on my wife. That’s mistake number
one. Mistake number two will be if you ever touch her again. I’ll
promise you one thing, if you ever come near her again, I won’t be
as nice as I am right now. Why are you even on my property?”

Boone swallowed
hard. “I’m with my barn manager who’s getting a mare bred by your
stud, so I’m here on this ranch fair and square.”

Kane folded his
arms in front of him, obviously still furious. “What are you doing
hanging around over here then — playing tricks on
people, instead of staying with the mare?”

Boone lifted
his shoulders, that gesture alone a clear indication he didn’t
understand what all the fuss was about. “I didn’t think there was
any harm. I was just trying to be funny is all.”

Kane, his hands
on his hips, took a step closer. “Funny! Do you see anyone
laughing?”

Boone faltered.
“No, not really, but I already said I was sorry.”

Kane spoke
through tight lips. “Where are you from anyway?”

Boone now
looked as though he wished he were in any other barn except this
one. “Up in Petitcodiac. My boss owns Southeast Stables.”

Kane’s hands
were still on his hips. “Southeast Stables, yes, I know Mac and
I’ll have a word with him about this, but I asked you where
you live?”

Boone looked
truly nervous now. “I ... I … live in Petitcodiac too.”

Kane’s gaze
never wavered. “You live in Petitcodiac, too. I just want to ask
you something, do you remember hearing what happened at this ranch
last year by any chance?”

Boone shrugged
slightly. “Yeah I remember. Everyone was talking about it at the
time. Some guy got stabbed and almost died, and a woman was
kidnapped. I heard about it on the news too.”

Kane’s colour
was still high. “That’s right, I’m the guy who almost died, and my
wife was the woman who was abducted. And just when she begins to
feel safe again in her own barn on her own property, some idiot
comes up and grabs her from behind and traumatizes her all over
again. Do you know how that makes me feel? Do you have any idea how
pissed off I am at you right now because you did that to her?”

Boone blanched.
“Gee, man, I am sorry. Honestly. I didn’t know it was her. If I
did, I wouldn’t have done it. I apologize. Want me to go and
apologize to her?”

Kane was
breathing hard. “No, I don’t! I want you to stay away from her.
Period! Understand? And here’s a little tip for you for the future
because you’re apparently too stupid to figure this out on your
own, don’t ever put your hands on my wife again — or anybody else
around here. Don’t go grabbing people from behind. It’s foolish and
unnecessary and I won’t tolerate it. Now if you’re here getting a
horse bred, get on over to the breeding shed and deal with my barn
manager, Lisa Fowler — and I wouldn’t recommend grabbing her
either. She’ll flatten you — and I’ll give her a raise if she does.
Now go on, get out of here.”

Boone spun on
his heel to go, then looked back. “Where is it again? I’m turned
around.”

Kane gestured
sharply with his thumb. “Out the back door there and to the right.
Don’t stop ‘til you get there — and don’t come back in here.”

Boone hurried
off without a backward glance.

Martin looked
at Kane once Boone had beat a hasty retreat. “Is Jessica all
right?”

“She’s really
shaken up. And just when she was starting to relax a little. Just
when we had her convinced she was safe and she didn’t have to keep
looking over her shoulder all the time when she was down here. And
now it’s undone in a few seconds. I feel like wringing his
neck.”

Martin shook
his head, disgusted. “Of all the things to do to anyone — and
especially Jessica. The trial’s coming up and her having to face
those guys again is going to be tough enough, without this.”

“You’ve got
that right. You know Jessica is strong, she had to be to get
through what she did as well as she did — I mean she could have
died. She thought she was going to, she heard them say they were
going to kill her. Rape her. That much we’ve managed to get out of
her, and she’s still holding stuff in that should come out. It’s
hard for her to talk about it. I’ve tried to get her to see a
psychologist to maybe work some of this stuff out, but she won’t,
and I certainly can’t force her. All we can do is support her. All
I can do is protect her, which is what I’ve been trying to
do, and then this joker comes right up to her and grabs her in just
the same way as was done to her last June. Unbelievable! Oh, it
really pisses me off!”

“Well we got to
her pretty fast, so that was good. We were only a few seconds
getting up here.”

“I hate to
think if we hadn’t been here. What else would he have done to scare
her I wonder? Oh, and you mentioned about the trial. We just heard
earlier this morning that the driver, the uncle, and the guy who
stabbed me have changed their pleas to guilty. That leaves only
Carson Davies and Arial Spencer who are going to trial.”

“Arial. That
should be a circus. Lord knows what she’ll have to say. One
thing’s for sure, she’ll enjoy the attention. She seemed like a
good kid when we hired her, but boy did she go off the rails last
year. One of the worst hiring mistakes I ever made — next to Greg
Drummond. But Arial is in a class by herself.”

“And to think
she was working right here among us, sweet as pie, and knew all
along what was about to go down. In a way she was the worst one of
the bunch because she betrayed us. What worries me the most though
is the Carson Davies trial. That will involve Jessica directly.
She’ll have to testify and relive the nightmare all over again and
there isn’t one darn thing I can do about it.”

Martin sighed.
“Poor kid, I agree, this whole thing has taken more out of Jess
than she lets on or maybe even realizes herself. Lindy and I were
talking about that the other night. She’s so different now than
when we first met her.”

“Yeah.” Kane
snorted, shaking his head. ”Agreeing to marry me sure bought her a
lot of grief. She probably wishes she’d stayed in Saint John; she
would have been far safer there. Anyway, I’m going back up to the
house to see how she’s doing. Don’t forget we’ve got that meeting
downtown tomorrow, and it should take all day. I think if we left
here about nine that should give us enough time to get there and
get settled in. Take my truck?”

“Sounds good.
When you get back down from the house I’ll be in my office if you
could drop up for a few minutes. There’s a couple of things I want
to go over with you before the workshop tomorrow so that we have
all of our ducks in a row when we get there.”

When Kane went
in the back door, Aggie was busy washing the windows over the sink
as part of her spring cleaning regimen, the kitchen curtains
already down and in the washer. The ironing board and iron stood
ready nearby, waiting to press and hang them back in place.

“Where is she?”
Kane pulled off his boots out of respect for Aggie’s
housekeeping.

He loved Aggie
dearly but that was one woman he didn’t want to get on the wrong
side of. Besides, his mother taught him at a very young age the
value of work done in the home and that he should always have
respect for whomever was doing it — and he did.

“She went up to
lie down for a few minutes. I think she wants to talk to you,
although she’s still pretty shook up. Who on earth would do that to
her anyway? She said a strange man grabbed her from behind.”

“A strange man
all right. It was some groom who’s here with a horse that’s being
bred. He works for Mac Tierman up at Southeast Stables. You wait
‘til I talk to Mac about this. I’m still plenty steamed. People
just don’t do that — not in my barns. He wasn’t a teenager, he
should have known better. A six-year-old would know better.”

“Darned fool
stunt.” Aggie was fuming. “I hope you spoke to him good.”

“Marty and I
both went at him. I don’t think he’ll try that again anytime
soon.”

“I can’t for
the life of me understand what he did it for anyway. Did he say
why, or is he just a complete idiot?”

“I think he saw
a pretty girl and decided to do something to get her attention,
although I don’t know of any woman who’d appreciate being snuck up
on and grabbed like that. None that I ever knew. Said he was just
playing a trick on her, trying to be funny.”

“Funny all
right! I can’t imagine how that must have terrified that poor
woman, and her already so fragile.”

Kane closed his
eyes for a moment. “You should have seen her face, Ag. Her eyes
were wild. I’m sure for her it was like being right back in the
barn again the night she was abducted. Talk about a trigger.”

“And she seemed
to be doing better. She said to me not two days ago she was being
silly, that the likelihood of something like that happening again
was zero. Lightening doesn’t strike twice in the same place.”

“I don’t know
why I didn’t see that guy hanging around, but Marty and I were down
at the back of the barn with the vet checking on one of the
broodmares. A couple of minutes later and I would have been back up
there and this wouldn’t have happened. I should have been there
with her.”

Aggie leaned
against the counter, setting down the drying cloth and window
cleaner beside her. “You can’t protect her every minute of the day,
Kane — much as you want to. Things like this are bound to happen,
although maybe not like today necessarily. That was terrible and
the timing couldn’t be worse, but they are going to happen. Jess
will get strong again, you’ll see. She’s a very resilient young
woman and she’s already come a long way.”

“I made a
promise to myself after I woke up in the ICU and found out what had
been done to her, that I’d never let anything bad ever happen to
her again. I intend to do my level best to keep that promise to
myself.”

“Oh, Kane, I
know you mean to do that, sweetie, but you’re not always going to
be able to. There are going to be times when you can’t be with her
and you’ll make yourself crazy trying to do that. You’re still
healing, yourself. You were traumatized too.”

“Hers was much
worse than mine. Not only was she injured, but there was also the
psychological aspect of it. That must have been torture for her to
go through for two days. I’m almost glad I didn’t know about all
that took place — including what they thought had happened to her
when she was missing. I would have gone out of my mind.”

“Believe me, we
were worried you’d start asking for her a little sooner than you
did, because we wouldn’t have been able to tell you what was going
on — for your own good. It was an extremely trying time as you
know. But that’s in the past and we have to keep moving
forward.”

“Well even
moving forward I will do everything in my power to keep her safe.
It’s still my job to protect my wife.”

“I know it is,
Kane. You’re a good husband and she’s lucky to have you. You’re
lucky to have each other. Oh, by the way, your Mum called when you
were out. She and Will are coming over for a visit. They want to be
here for the trial.”

“Oh great! That
is good news. She told me that when the time came, they’d be
here. I’ll give her a call after I go up and check on Jess.”

 


* * *

 


Jessica was
lying on her side in the fetal position on the queen-size bed when
Kane entered the room. They’d had the master bedroom redecorated
while they were in Mexico and it was now a handsome blend of blues
and greens. Jessica had been adamant though that the dark-wood
masculine furniture that predated her arrival, stay in place
because it fit Kane to a tee. But there were feminine touches too,
like the beautiful Tiffany table lamp by the armchair beside the
double window. The lamp had been a very lucky estate sale find that
she hadn’t been able to resist, and not only added to the relaxing
atmosphere of the large room but mirrored the colour scheme to
perfection. She had also added two prints she’d had in her
apartment in Saint John and was particularly fond of. The room was
now a pleasing blend of both of their personalities.

“Jess, how are
you feeling sweetheart?” He approached the bed quietly. “Any
better?”

Glancing up she
moved over and patted the empty spot on the bed beside her. “Can
you sit with me for a while? I know you’re busy, but I’d love it if
you could stay with me for a couple of minutes.”

Kane sat down
beside her and leaned over to kiss her forehead before taking both
of her hands in his. “Are you feeling better now? You were pretty
upset, and not much wonder. I’m sorry that happened to you, babe.
That was a bad thing.”

“I’m sorry too,
Kane, that I screamed like that. I know I overreacted. I’m
embarrassed, but it felt like it was that night all over again.
That’s exactly the way Carson Davies grabbed me.”

Kane stretched
out beside her and gathered her in his arms, one hand stroking her
head, his fingers toying with her long curls as her head rested
against the warmth of his chest.

“Maybe you
could go and see someone, Jess, you know, a therapist. They could
help you through this, maybe ease some of your anxiety. You could
talk it out, because I know you’re holding a lot of terrible stuff
inside. I think you’d feel so much better if you got it out.”

“I don’t want
to talk about that, Kane. I’m okay, really, but who was that
guy in the barn and why did he do that to me? Was it some kind of
sick joke? I couldn’t even tell you what he looked like now because
I freaked. One minute I was standing there watching Golden Lady and
her baby and the next thing I know I’m being attacked. I never saw
it coming, and even if I had turned around and seen some guy
sneaking up on me, I probably would have had the same
reaction.”

“The guy who
did it was there with the horse being bred by Savero this morning.
He was the horse’s groom and he thought he was being funny. Just
trying to get your attention I think.”

“Well he got
it, but it was a stupid, childish thing to do and I was obviously
not amused. Did you say anything to him?”

“What do you
think?”

“I think I
wouldn’t have wanted to be him.” She chuckled. “He must think I’m
some kind of a nut to have gone off like that and I really am so
embarrassed by the whole thing. I don’t like attracting attention
to myself, I mean screaming and scaring everyone — and the horses.
Are Golden Lady and the baby okay?”

“A little
nervous, but they’re fine. Everyone’s fine and you have nothing to
be embarrassed about.”

“Well that’s
the last time I’m going to the barn! I’m staying away from there
from now on. I guess that’ll fix that little problem very
nicely.”

“Oh no, babe.
You can’t stop coming to the barns. Don’t change your routine just
because of an unfortunate incident. That was just a fluke. You have
as much right to be down there as anyone else on this ranch and I
don’t want to see you miss out on anything that’s going on around
here.”

“I know what
you’re saying, it’s just that I am truly so embarrassed. I know
what he did was wrong, but I shouldn’t have started screaming like
that. I made a fool of myself. I don’t know how I can show my face
down there again. If I can’t handle being there and the chance
someone might come too close, then I should just stay in the
house.”

“What about
Savero? I don’t think he can make it up these stairs, and I don’t
have the time to train him.”

Jessica
laughed. “Very funny.”

“But you’d miss
seeing your horse, wouldn’t you? I know he’d miss you — and his
daily carrot.”

“Okay, you’re
right. Oh, and I was going to ask you before all of this happened
if it would it be all right if I started treating some of the other
horses with carrots.”

“I don’t see
why not. They’d love it, but we’ll have to buy extra because Aggie
won’t care for finding her carrots gone when she goes to make
something.”

Jessica laughed
again. “All right. Maybe I could go into the supermarket this
afternoon and get a few bags.”

“Sounds like a
plan. Feel better now? Don’t let that jerk take away your enjoyment
of the ranch and visiting with the horses. You’re surrounded by
good people here, Jess, who only want the very best for you. That
guy won’t be coming back, I can promise you that. I’ll try to make
sure what happened today never happens again — someone putting
their hands on you. And I mean that.”

“You’re the
only one who has that right now, Kane.” Her smile was suggestive.
“And I couldn’t be happier about that arrangement.”

Kane smiled
too, his sky-blue eyes miles deep. “Me too.” He pulled her closer
and held her snuggly against him as heartbeats quickened. “Very
happy as a matter of fact.”

“Thank you,
Kane. Also, I went down to the barn to see Savero of course, but I
was waiting around so that I could talk to you because I just can’t
wait another minute to tell you that I think I’m pregnant! I’d say
there’s a pretty good chance that you’re going to be a father.”

“Oh, Jess!”

“And also,
there’s a very good chance that it could be twins.”

He looked at
her, puzzled. “Why?”

“Well, because
I’m a twin.”

“What!”


Chapter Two

 


 


Jessica looked
at him matter-of-factly. “Yes, I was a twin.”

Kane stared at
her with an amused expression on his face. “So how come you never
told me? I would think that might have come up in conversation over
the past nine months. And what do you mean, was a twin?”

“My sister died
shortly after birth. We were both very low weight. Her name was
Joanie. I never even knew anything about it until Sally told me a
year or so ago. I guess she thought I’d somehow known about it, but
I didn’t, and I always just thought of myself in the singular.
Anyway, we were identical twins, so that might explain why I have
always felt there was something major missing in my life.” She
smiled. “That was until I met you.”

“Same here,
babe.” He kissed her. “Are you sure about being pregnant? I mean
you think you actually might be?”

She nodded
happily. “I’ve missed two periods now; I’m a week overdue for this
one and I feel like I am, but I have to go to the doctor to make
sure. I made an appointment for next week and he can confirm it
then. I’m so excited.”

“Yes! I can
hardly wait to tell everyone, but I think we should wait until
you’re at least three months — most people do, don’t they? What do
you think?”

She made a
funny face. “Are you kidding me? Once the doctor confirms it, I’m
going to want to shout it from the rooftops.”

He grinned. “Me
too!”

That night Kane
was especially gentle with her when they made love, first of all
asking her if she felt up to it after that frightening incident in
the barn — and she was.

As he lay there
later, pleasantly spent, he knew that everything he’d ever hoped to
find in a mate was lying right here asleep in his arms. He thought
about his father’s will, and for the first time said to himself.
‘Thank you, Dad.’

 


* * *

 


The next day
saw the warm trend continue, the sun peeking out from behind
mauve-grey clouds at dawn and shining brightly throughout the
day.

Kane and Martin
arrived just ahead of the 9:30 start time for the workshop, the
first speaker delving into the subject of environmental
sustainability, always an important concern for producers
throughout the agricultural community, together with government and
the various partners. At lunchtime Kane and Martin stayed downtown
for the half-hour break, picking up a light lunch from a local
take-out, although Kane would have preferred to drop in at the
ranch for a few minutes to see Jessica. What if she was really
pregnant? He thought of becoming a father, and at times could
barely contain his growing excitement.

If Martin
noticed his friend’s elevated mood, he didn’t comment on it, and of
course Kane could say nothing until it was confirmed by the doctor.
In the meantime, it would have to remain his and Jessica’s
wonderful little secret.

And speaking of
secrets, his wife was certainly good at keeping them. He still
couldn’t get over the fact Jessica was an identical twin. Now that
had been a stunning revelation, and he was learning that with
Jessica he should expect the unexpected. In any event, if anyone
ever had an unusual start in life, it had been her. It was no
wonder she was so strong — she’d had to be. He thought again of the
role his father played in her happiness during her teenage years
and began to look at it in a different light. He had certainly made
a positive impact on her, and she’d thought the world of him.

He thought
about he and Jessica having twins — there was a real chance she
could be carrying two babies. He’d always heard that it skipped a
generation, but Rowdy’s wife, Victoria, was a twin and they’d had
twins, so anything was possible. Two babies at the same time would
certainly be a challenge, and he remembered how Rowdy said he and
Victoria had felt overwhelmed at times. Whatever way it went
though, he and Jessica would cope.

The daylong
session finally came to an end at 4:00 that afternoon, and Kane and
Martin were walking across the parking lot deep in conversation
about some of the new measures they hoped to implement at the ranch
when a white sports car growled to a halt beside them. Both men
stopped in their tracks as the car sat idling not a foot away.
Behind the wheel was an absolutely beautiful blonde, her long hair
falling in gentle waves around her face, framing a pair of mirrored
sunglasses that she removed slowly with fingers tipped in blood-red
polish.

The blonde
smiled. “Hi, Martin. I saw you earlier today and hoped to catch you
before you left.”

Martin blinked
as he realized who he was looking at. Diane Branden. His first
love, and the only woman to ever break his heart. He was clearly
taken aback. “Diane?”

Her wide smile
revealed sparkling white teeth. “Yep, in the flesh. And of course,
hello to you too, Kane. How are you doing these days? Still playing
with horses?”

Kane regarded
her evenly. “Just fine as you can see, and yes I do own a ranch.
What brings you to town?”

Diane’s smile
never dimmed. “I’m back in Sussex now. I never should have left. I
love it here. I never realized how much, until I got back. I bought
a house on Maple Avenue and I’m going to have it restored, so busy,
busy, busy! How are you doing, Martin?” She swung her attention
back to Martin doing a slow overall appraisal, from boots to
hairline, with her pale blue-grey eyes. “You’re still looking
mighty fine.”

Martin was
eying the vehicle. “I’m okay — gee that’s some car you’ve got
there. Did you get it around here?”

She regarded
him sassily. “No, of course not. Now where do you think I’d find
something like this around here? I bought it in Toronto and had it
shipped down. Just got it today and thought I’d take it out for a
little drive. Do you like it?”

She ran a
forefinger suggestively around the red leather-wrapped steering
wheel.

Martin stepped
aside for a better front-to-back look at the European-styled
automobile. “It’s a lot of car.”

Diane laughed,
a hearty infectious sound that was her trademark, never taking her
eyes off Martin. “Want to go for a spin? It rides like a dream,
just absolutely purrs.”

Martin shook
his head. “No, I’ve got to get home. Lindy will have supper ready.
Besides, Kane and I are travelling together, and we should get
going, but thanks anyway.” He was still looking at the car — and
Diane. “See you around.”

Diane pouted.
“Aw, come on, one little drive for old-times sake, Martin? I’ve
waited all day to see you. Please ... just a few minutes and then
I’ll deliver you right to your front door. No problem.”

Martin hedged.
“Oh, I don’t know, I should really get back.”

Diane was used
to get her way, as she zeroed in on his indecisiveness. “Just one
little spin? Ten minutes tops. I want to take it out on the highway
for a minute — really let it rip. I’ve been dying to see how fast
it’ll go.”

Martin laughed.
“That’s a good way to get a ticket or run someone over.”

She grinned.
“Martin Parker! Don’t tell me you’ve turned into a nervous old
fogey. Was a day when you liked to have a little fun. Come on, I’d
love to take someone for a drive in my new car and it would mean a
lot if you could spare me just a few minutes. I promise I won’t
drive too fast if you don’t want me to. We’ll drive at a safe,
respectable speed. Okay?”

Martin
shrugged. “Well I guess it can’t hurt to go for just a couple of
minutes,” he said ignoring Kane’s very clear ‘don’t do it’ look.
“And then you can give me a lift out to the ranch to pick up my
truck. I want to get home for supper. I’m hungry.”

Kane looked
none too pleased as he started for where his vehicle was parked a
short distance away. “Okay then, Martin, I’ll see you in the
morning.”

Diane laughed
as Martin settled into the passenger seat, after dropping his
briefcase in the back. “Buckle up, baby, this is just going to be
like old times.”

The sports car
crawled out of the parking lot and onto the main drag, doing time
at two red lights before heading for the highway, and taking the
exit to head west. True to her word, she did not tramp on the
exhilarator as she was known to do, but rather hummed along, barely
exceeding the speed limit.

“Oh, it’s so
beautiful out today, almost like summer. It just makes me want to
keep driving forever. Were you in a meeting or something?”

“Yeah, all day.
The workshop was interesting and very useful, but I’ve had about
enough for one day. It’s great just to be able to relax and stretch
my legs for a bit.”

“Well great
then. Isn’t this car unbelievably comfortable? These seats are
contoured with complete lumbar support — it even has a built-in
massage element, see?” She slid her arm slowly across his waist to
show him where the button was located to activate the feature.
“Right here beside you.”

Martin didn’t
comment on the unnecessary physical contact, he just pushed the
button. “Oh geez, yeah. Oh, does that feel good on the back after
sitting in one of those straight-backed chairs all day. Ahhh.” He
groaned as he settled back against the pulsating movement in the
upholstered red leather seat, adjusting his back to best advantage.
“It does feel good.”

He wondered how
much something like this must have cost. Every vehicle should have
one, at the very real risk of a driver falling asleep, so maybe
just for the passengers.

“So how about
it? Want to drive forever, Martin? Remember we used to do that in
your old pick-up truck? Sometimes we’d get quite a distance, and
other times we didn’t get any further than McCoy’s Look-off. I
think that was my favourite, but I guess that would have been
parking, not driving. Anyway, back to driving. Want to just sit
back and stay on the open highway?”

“No, not
really, but this is a gem all right. I’m sure you paid a
bundle for it, but it’d be worth every penny if just for this
massage thing here. It sure does relax you. Much more of that and
I’ll go right to sleep.”

“Yes I did, and
yes it does, but there was just one accessory missing when I bought
it — until now.”

He looked at
her with an amused frown. “What’s that? It’s got just about
everything. I can’t imagine what else you’d need.”

“You!” She
smiled, as though she’d just announced something of
earth-shattering importance, her face alight. “You are the
perfect accessory.”

“Oh.” He
glanced out the side window. “Yeah, right.”

“Hey, what are
you talking about with that yeah right stuff? Martin, you’re
a natural and you look great in this car. We look great
together in this car I should say if I’m being honest. Whatever
happened to us I wonder?”

“You wonder!”
He laughed, studying her as if he couldn’t believe what he’d just
heard. “You walked out and left me, that’s what happened. Don’t
pretend you forgot about how that went, Diane. We wouldn’t even be
having this conversation if you hadn’t bailed on me. We were
together for three years, and then you were gone.”

“I
know.” She was suddenly serious. “I was young and stupid, and
believe me, I’ve regretted what I did at least a million times. I
wasn’t gone ten minutes before I knew I’d make a big mistake. It
was like what are you doing, Diane! What about Martin?”

“Yeah, but you
didn’t come back.” He didn’t look at her, his attention still on
the countryside they were passing on the highway. “Did you?”

“I wanted to,
you know,” her voice almost a whisper. “I almost turned my car
around right there and then and headed back to Sussex.”

“But you
didn’t.” His sarcasm was intended. “That tells me all I need
to know.”

“Don’t tell me
I broke your heart or something. Come on, Martin, be serious.”

Martin was
silent, studying the road ahead, his face unreadable from behind
aviator sunglasses that he’d taken from his jacket pocket minutes
before.

“Did I?” She
glanced over at him. “Really? Break your heart, I mean?”

He answered her
at length. “Well what do you think? I was in love with you, Diane.
You knew that, but you still went anyway. It didn’t seem to matter
what I was feeling at the time or how much you were hurting me, I
was dispensable. Believe me, I knew that. Good old Martin, always
at your beck and call. I thought we had something really special,
but apparently not, judging by what you did to me.”

“Like I said, I
was young and stupid. But that was what, fifteen or sixteen years
ago, and you were not always at my beck and call, good old Martin.
It was never like that for me. I loved you though, in my own way.
You have to believe that. I still do. Gee you look sexy in those
glasses. Sorry, I know I’m not allowed to say stuff like that now,
like I forfeited that right when we broke up, but there it is
anyway.”

“We did not
break up, okay?” He hated it when people rewrote history,
personal or otherwise, to suit themselves. “Breaking up implies a
mutual decision. It implies that there was some type of
communication, even if it wasn’t mutual. I went to pick you up for
our Friday night date and found out you were gone. That was cruel,
Diane.”

“Oh, Martin, I
can see now how horrible it was that I did that to you. All I can
say is I’m sorry from the bottom of my heart. Can you ever find it
in yours to forgive me?”

“Yeah, sure —
now, but it hurt a lot back then. I’m just telling it like it is.
Getting something said that I never got to say because I never even
knew where you went — or with who. I didn’t date anyone for three
years after you left. Three years — thinking you’d come back. Then
I met Lindy, my wife, and fell in love. We’ve been married for
almost twelve years and we have two beautiful children together,
Sarah is five and Jason is eight and a half. They’re great kids.
So, it all worked out in the end.”

“Kids were
always important to you, weren’t they? I mean having them. I
remember you talked a lot about that.”

“Yes,
absolutely! I always wanted children. Be married. I thought that’s
where we were headed.”

“Maybe I just
wasn’t ready when you were. I’m ready now though if that means
anything.”

“Not to me it
doesn’t, not now. I’m already married.”

“Yes, a lot of
people are married, but are you happy? Really happy?”

“Am I
happy?” He sounded completely surprised by the question.
“Well certainly I’m happy. I’m very happy. I love my wife. I
love my children. I’m not looking to make any changes, because I
love my life.”

“Don’t you
still have any feelings at all for me?” She looked at him with a
little girl look that he remembered so well — at one time that got
her anything she wanted from him. “I think you still do.”

“For
you?”

“Yes, silly,
for me. They say old love never dies, it just goes to a quieter
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