

Chapter One

			“Is this how I do it?” Hannah Kennedy asked her daughter. Now that Cassidy was eighteen there was no reason not to let her have her way on this. She had been bugging Hannah for the last two years to send their DNA into one of those ancestor sites, Genetic Experts, so Cassidy could see exactly which traits she had gotten from her sperm donor father and which came from Hannah.

			Her dark hair, brown eyes, and olive completion didn’t match Hannah’s looks. Nor did they match the donor’s information. Hannah and her wife, Teri, chose a donor who closely matched Teri’s characteristics, light blond hair, green eyes, fair skin, and more cerebral than athletic.

			The plan was for Hannah to carry the baby and have the baby share both of their looks and easygoing personalities. The plan never included Teri dying in a car accident when Cassidy was only two and Hannah raising her by herself.

			“You’re fifty years old, Mom. How can you not figure out how to spit into a tube?”

			Hannah tried not to let Cassidy’s intense personality get under her skin. “I’m only forty-two, and I just want to make sure I’m doing it right. Are you done with yours?”

			Cassidy held up the tube, clearly filled to the line.

			“What if I run out of spit?”

			“Mom!” Eye roll.

			“Lighten up. I’m just teasing you. I’m done.” She held it up.

			Cassidy handed her one of the plastic bags that came in the kits and read the directions from the pamphlet that was enclosed. “Place your full tube in the plastic bag, remove the blue strip, and seal the bag closed.” She glanced at Hannah. “Did you put the cover on the tube?”

			“No, Cassidy. I thought it would be a good idea to let my spit spill out into the bag.”

			Being a single parent wasn’t easy, not that there weren’t plenty of good times, but Hannah didn’t like it when Cassidy treated her like she was an idiot. She regretted her words and tone as soon as they were out of her mouth.

			“Yes, honey,” Hannah said. “I put the cap on. I have it sealed in the bag. I’m ready for the next step.”

			“Okay. I’m going to register them.” Cassidy pulled the laptop, already opened to the site, across the table. “Ancestry report. Check. Get a list of DNA relatives. Check. Permission to be added to family trees—blah, blah, blah. Check,” Cassidy said, more to herself than to Hannah. 

			“We’ve got our registration numbers on our cards. Put your card and vial in the box, seal, and drop in a mailbox.”

			Hannah followed the directions and handed the box to Cassidy. “Want to drop this in the mailbox on your way to work?”

			Cassidy started taking horseback riding lessons at Horizon Stables when she was thirteen. She was good enough that she now taught the younger kids there. She often worked around the barn and helped with the horses to earn extra pocket money and to pay for her car insurance. That had been the deal when Cassidy decided to go to the local community college—Hannah would buy her a late model used car and Cassidy would be responsible for the upkeep and insurance.

			Her love of horses translated to her majoring in equine studies with an eye toward training horses. Although she hadn’t ruled out veterinary school in the future. She just wasn’t sure she wanted to put that much time or money into schooling.

			Hannah and Teri had started saving for her college fund when she was a baby, and Hannah managed to put a good chunk of money aside from Teri’s life insurance toward it. It would cover her four years of college for her bachelor’s degree, but if Cassidy did plan on going to veterinary school after that, they would just have to rely on student loans for it.

			She was surprised but grateful when Cassidy opted for the community college and staying at home for at least a year, maybe two. Hannah wasn’t looking forward to the time Cassidy moved on to a four-year college, possibly—probably—out of state.

			It’d been just the two of them for so long. Of course, Hannah had her mom and her two sisters, and both she and Cassidy had friends, but it had felt like the two of them against the world for so long. Hannah had dated here and there in the years after Teri died, but everyone paled in comparison and she had Cassidy and a business to worry about. That took up most of her time and attention.

			“Can you write the return address on these?” Cassidy asked, bringing Hannah out of her thoughts.

			“Sure.”

			“By the way, it’s family day at Horizon Stables on Sunday. I thought it would be nice if you came by and watched me work with the kids.”

			“This Sunday?” Only two days away. “That’s not much notice. I’ll have to cancel dinner with Grandma.”

			“Ask Grandma to come. She never comes to family day.”

			Hannah’s mother was not a fan of horses. And for that matter, Hannah wasn’t either, but she did her best to support Cassidy’s interests. Truth be told, horses scared Hannah. She knew it was an unreasonable fear, but knowing that didn’t do anything to stop it. It didn’t seem to matter how many times Cassidy told her how gentle they were. So she kept her distance.

			Hannah handed the boxes, complete with return addresses, to Cassidy. “I’ll ask. But you know she has the rest of the family coming over too.” It had become a tradition to have dinner on Sundays at her mom’s house. It seemed even more important to her mom since her father had died three years ago.

			“Invite them all. Maybe we can all do dinner at Grandma’s or even our house afterward.”

			Horses were important to Cassidy, but so was family. No one except Hannah had taken much interest in family day at the stable, and Hannah knew that bothered Cassidy. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			“Thanks, Mom.” Cassidy slipped the DNA tests into her backpack. “I’m going to help Denise with the new horse later, so I won’t be home for supper.” With that she was out the door and gone.

			Great. Another night of eating alone. It wasn’t worth cooking for just one, and Cassidy rarely ate more than a snack when she got home from the stable. Looked like a Chinese food in front of the TV kind of night. Oh well, there was a movie on Netflix she had wanted to watch anyway.

			The older Cassidy got the more time Hannah seemed to spend alone. It was to be expected, she reasoned. Most of Hannah’s friends were married and busy with younger kids to look after, as was her sister Linda. She was close to her sister Sarah, but Sarah usually had dinner at home with her husband. They didn’t have a lot of time for Hannah.

			Petals of Love, the flower shop she’d started with Teri over twenty years ago, kept her busy of course, but work was not life. She needed to get a life. Maybe she’d take a class or something.

			Her food was delivered in record time, and she transferred it from the paper cartons to a plate, poured herself a glass of wine, and settled down on the couch.

			“It doesn’t get any more exciting than this,” she said to the fried rice. “Yeah. I need to get a life.” She just wasn’t sure where to look for one.

			





Chapter Ten

			That stuff only happens in the movies.” Maggie’s dad tossed the beer cap in the trash can in the corner of his small kitchen, handed the bottle to Maggie, and opened another bottle for himself.

			“Yeah. Well, not this time. Her name is Cassidy.” Maggie followed him into the living room and sat on the right side of the love seat—the side she knew didn’t sag.

			She’d offered numerous times to buy him a new love seat, but he refused. “No sense replacing it when it still has one good side,” he’d told her.

			He sat in the recliner next to her. It was his chair, and everyone knew not to sit in it.

			Maggie suspected that it was well-worn in the shape of his butt.

			“How did this happen?”

			“We don’t know exactly. Some mix-up at the clinic we both used. We haven’t talked to them, yet.”

			“Why not? Honey, this is serious stuff. Nothing to mess around with. They’re playing with people’s lives.”

			Maggie didn’t point out that she was well aware of all that. “We will. I need to talk to Hannah about it and set up a time with her. I think we should hire a lawyer.”

			“That’s a good idea.” He took a long swig of his beer. “So, I have another granddaughter, huh? Well, I’ll be damned. Tell me about her.”

			Maggie filled him in on any details she knew about Cassidy, including the fact that she looked like Maggie and shared her love of horses. “Are you all right with this, Dad?”

			“Sure. I love Jean’s girls. I’m sure I’ll love Cassidy too. When do I get to meet her?”

			“I’m not sure. It’s important that we give her time to get used to all this before we go springing a lot of relatives on her.”

			“Good point. I didn’t think of that.”

			There had been a lot to think about since this whole thing started. Cassidy’s feelings. Hannah’s feelings. Her feelings. Her very confusing feelings about Hannah.

			Maggie hadn’t been sure what to expect when she told her father, but his mild reaction surprised her. He seemed to take it all in stride. She was glad he wanted to meet Cassidy. And even more glad that he was willing to wait. He was right about one thing. She and Hannah needed to confront the fertility clinic and get some answers.

			She sent Hannah a text as soon as she got home. Can we set up a time to get together? We should talk about a few things.

			Hannah finished pouring fresh water into a large container of roses just as her phone pinged. She wiped her hands on the apron tied around her waist, pulled the phone from her pocket. and stared at the text. Oh shit. Maggie wanted to talk. Hannah was sure it was about that kiss. She had some apologizing to do. She could do that. If Maggie expected an explanation, Hannah wasn’t sure she could give her one. She typed out a response, erased it, typed again, and hit send.

			Hannah: Sure. When?

			Maggie: I’m free this evening or tomorrow evening if that works.

			Hannah figured she may as well get it over with. If she didn’t do it soon, she would just ruminate on it and drive herself crazy. Crazier. They settled on six thirty that evening at a park that was about halfway between them.

			She had trouble keeping her mind on her work and was glad it was a slow day. She let Becca man the shop while she attempted to do paperwork in her office. She wasn’t very successful as her mind continued to play out all the possible scenarios that might take place and how she would respond.

			A few minutes after six, Becca popped her head in the office door. “All locked up. Need me to do anything else before I take off?”

			“Nope. All set here. I’m going to hang for a bit to work on this stuff.” Hannah held up a stack of papers as if she needed to prove what she was working on.

			Becca gave a half-hearted salute and left.

			Hannah gathered up her papers and stacked them on the side of her desk. No sense continuing to pretend she could get anything accomplished. Out of all the problems she thought could arise when she found out about Maggie, apologizing for kissing her was not one she had ever considered.

			She grabbed two bottles of water from her mini fridge and headed out. She got to the park about fifteen minutes early and found the picnic tables next to the pine trees that Maggie had mentioned without too much trouble. She’d only been there about five minutes when she saw Maggie walking toward her. Her heart rate quickened. She wasn’t sure if it was because of nerves or excitement. A combination of the two was the most logical answer.

			“I brought you water.” Hannah handed a bottle to Maggie.

			“Thanks.” Maggie sat on the opposite side of the table. She set a yellow legal pad and pen in front of her.

			Hannah wondered if she planned on taking notes about their conversation and her apology. If so, well, that was just a weird thing to do. No sense delaying this. She cleared her throat and started. “Maggie, I’m so sorry.” The sooner everything was aired out, the sooner she could get out of here.

			Maggie tilted her head and squinted but didn’t respond.

			Okay. She wasn’t going to make this easy. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

			“I actually wanted to talk about hiring a lawyer and contacting the fertility clinic. But since you brought it up, are you apologizing for leaving without so much as a good-bye Tuesday night? Or was that good night kiss supposed to be your way of saying good-bye?” Maggie’s face was expressionless.

			Hannah had no idea if she was pissed or if she was joking. “The kiss was…” Was what? A mistake? An accident? A total turn-on? All of the above?

			“Was what?” Maggie wasn’t going to let her off the hook with a simple I’m sorry.

			“I didn’t mean it.”

			“It certainly felt like you meant it. You’re very good at faking it.”

			Hannah still couldn’t read her mood. “I…I wasn’t faking it. I mean, yeah, I meant it, but it was an accident.”

			“That doesn’t make me feel too good about the whole thing. Of course, you taking off like that didn’t make me feel too good either.”

			“I said I was sorry.” Hannah didn’t know what else to say.

			“So, you’re sorry we kissed?”

			“Yes. No. I’m sorry I left like that.” How could she be truly sorry for a kiss that made her feel as good at that one had.

			“I’m sorry you left like that too. If you want to know the truth, I’m not sorry about the kiss. I am sorry that you thought it was an accident.”

			Confusion. That summed up what Hannah was feeling. “You’re not sorry? About the kiss?”

			Maggie had briefly considered lying. But what was the sense? It was a messed-up situation, but she liked Hannah. Liked being with her. Liked kissing her. She was sure of it. What she wasn’t sure of was how Hannah felt. Time to find out. “That’s what I said. Hannah, I like you.” Several beats went by. No response. “Can you share with me how you feel? Honestly.”

			Several more beats. “We shouldn’t like each other.”

			Maggie shook her head. “That makes no sense. And it’s not an answer.”

			“Cassidy.”

			“I’m not talking about Cassidy. I’m talking about you.” Maggie wondered if the frustration that was creeping in was worth the effort of trying to get Hannah to talk about this.

			“But what would it do to Cassidy?”

			“What has any of this done to Cassidy? We didn’t do this. We are just trying to make the best of it.”

			“Did you like kissing me to try to make the best of this situation?”

			Hannah was infuriating. “Oh my God, Hannah. Would you listen to me? Actually listen to me? I like you. You. In a different world, in a different time, I would have been hitting on you the first time I met you. It wouldn’t have taken very long before I was kissing you. Are you getting that?” Maggie couldn’t believe how honest she was being. She hadn’t planned on sharing her feelings, but in the moment, it felt like the only thing she could do.

			“I like you too.”

			There it was. Finally, the truth. But it wasn’t enough. “What does that mean to you?”

			Hannah took her time answering. “It means that I am attracted to you.” She lowered her eyes as if her answer embarrassed her.

			“Hannah, can you look at me?” Maggie was surprised by her own boldness. This was so unlike her. But this was important.

			Hannah raised her eyes to Maggie’s.

			“We like each other. We’re attracted to each other. Why is that a problem?”

			“Because of Cassidy.”

			“Wouldn’t she want you to be happy?”

			“Yes. But—”

			“No buts. I would like to see where this could go. I don’t think it would harm Cassidy in any way. We don’t have to tell her anything for now.” One more secret to keep. They were piling up quick.

			“What are you proposing?”

			Maggie hadn’t thought that far ahead. “How about a real date?” Yes, that seemed like the right direction. “I would like to take you out.”

			Hannah sucked it her bottom lip and Maggie thought for a minute that she was going to say no.

			“Dinner and maybe a movie. Nothing crazy,” Maggie added.

			“Dinner and maybe a movie is crazy. This whole thing is crazy. But…” Hannah smiled. “I happen to need to eat and I like a good maybe movie.”

			Maggie smiled in return. It had been like pulling teeth, as they say, but she was glad she persisted. “Tuesday? Horse lesson in the afternoon, date in the evening?”

			“Yes.” Was that a blush creeping up Hannah’s neck? “As long as I have time to go home and change in between.”

			“What was it you had said to me? Don’t change. I like you just the way you are.”

			Hannah laughed. “I’ll shower and just change my clothes then. Although you may like the smell of horse on me.”

			“You can smell any way you want to and it will be all right with me.” Had that just happened? Had she really just asked Hannah out and Hannah said yes? How weird was this? Weird for sure. But good at the same time. Very good.

			“Before I made a fool of myself you said you want to contact the fertility clinic.”

			“Yes. And you didn’t make a fool of yourself. Well, maybe a little.” She held up her hand, thumb and forefinger about a quarter-inch apart. “My thought is that we hire a lawyer to write a letter to see if we can get some answers.”

			“You’re probably right. If we just show up there, I doubt anyone will tell us anything. Should we threaten to sue them as incentive? Not that we actually would.”

			“That would be something to ask the lawyer,” Maggie said.

			“Did you have someone in mind?”

			“I have a business lawyer who handles stuff for the stable. I can ask her if you want. Unless you know someone.”

			Maggie took notes as they discussed the details. When they said their good-byes, Hannah initiated a hug and Maggie gave her a kiss on the cheek. It landed where she was aiming this time.

			It was hard for Maggie to believe what had just happened between them. She’d planned on bringing up the kiss at some point, but not today, and she hadn’t expected Hannah to bring it up either. But the result of their conversation had her floating. Maybe they were being crazy, but she didn’t care. Having an official date with Hannah was something to look forward to. And she was.

			* * *

			“Are you ready?” Maggie asked Cassidy.

			“I am. I’m super excited.” Cassidy connected the strap for the helmet under her chin.

			Maggie showed Cassidy how to set up a rail, not that Cassidy would be setting them up for competition. “We’ll just set up one for now. No need to set up more until you get used to jumping.”

			“How come we have it so low?” Cassidy asked. “How can I learn to jump when it’s like that?”

			“That’s the way we start when you’re learning to jump, the rail is only a few inches off the ground. Listen up. This is important. The first few times you are going to trot the horse over the rail. Just trot. Got it?”

			Cassidy nodded.

			“You stand in the stirrups and lean forward before the rail, at the point the horse would start their jump. You’re not putting your upper body weight onto the horse. Hold your body in position by your core muscles.”

			Maggie had Cassidy repeat what she’d just said.

			Cassidy said it almost word for word.

			“Do you understand everything so far?”

			“Yes.”

			“After you’re past the rail, gently sit back down and continue in a trot.” Maggie explained. “We’ll have you do that a few times to make sure you get the position right. Rider position is everything. When you can do that, we’ll move the rail up to a foot. And I’ll teach you how to go over it at that height.”

			They went into the barn and Maggie watched while Cassidy put the saddle on Clover. It was obvious that she knew what she was doing. Maggie helped her with the running martingale, designed to keep the horse from lifting his head too high.

			They led Clover out of the barn and into the larger corral where they’d set up the rail. Maggie handed Cassidy a crop. “Have you used one of these before?” It wasn’t something that was regularly used in Western riding.

			“I’ve seen them in videos—I’ve watched tons of YouTube videos on jumping—but I’ve never used one.”

			Maggie explained the proper way to hold it while also holding the reins and how to use it. “Using the crop helps move the horse forward or sideways and can offer increased engagement before a jump. Remember to use it behind your leg, not on the horse’s shoulder. Your instinct may be to use it in front of you, instead of behind.”

			“Behind my leg. Got it.”

			“When you compete, you would normally walk the course first with your horse, to get the best idea of how to ride it. We’ll skip that for today seeing as one rail doesn’t make it a course. Climb on up and we’ll go over a few more things before we start actually jumping.”

			Cassidy did as she was told and seemed to listen intently as Maggie explained correct posture again, the ability to communicate with the horse, and other things she needed to know.

			Cassidy mounted Clover and Maggie had her go through the positions she needed to use before the jump and after they were over the rail. She had her repeat them three more times, even though Cassidy did them perfectly every time.

			“Clover’s done this before, so he knows his part as long as you give him the correct cues. Take him around the perimeter of the corral a few times. Pay attention to his rhythm. You want to be one with the horse. Do you understand that?”

			“Of course. I’m not new to horses, just to the jumping.”

			“Remember, if you start the jump too soon, Clover will know it. He may refuse the jump or go around the rail instead of over it. You need to ride up to the base. Don’t ever attempt to start the jump too soon. Any questions?”

			“No. I think I’ve got it. What’s the worst that can happen?” She smiled.

			Maggie didn’t return the smile. “We both know the answer to that. Remember everything I told you. You’ve got your helmet, crop, safety stirrups…” She looked over at the rail they had set up. “Remember to start the jump the proper distance from the rail. Everything is ready when you are. You can start him around the ring anytime, then straight down the middle to the jump.”

			Cassidy started him walking around the corral, and by the third time around had him up to a trot, she followed Maggie’s instructions exactly liked she’d been told.

			“That is great form, Cassidy,” Maggie said. “You’ve got the positioning just right. Take him around and go again.”

			It didn’t take too many times before Maggie said they could raise the rail. They raised it one more time after that. Cassidy was doing great.

			The first time Cassidy went over the rail at the new height, she and Clover flew over it as if they’d been doing it together for years. She had an ear-to-ear grin as she slowed him down and brought him back to where Maggie was standing. “That was so dope.”

			“Dope, huh?”

			“Yes. Mind-blowing. Can I go again?”

			Maggie beamed with pride. “You’ve got the posture and rhythm down great. Go ahead again. Try to do everything the same exact way.”

			Cassidy did as well on her second attempt at that height as she had done on her first. They continued to work for the next hour. Maggie was sure she would be ready to try two jumps in a row the next time they had a lesson.

			Cassidy walked Clover to cool him down, removed his gear, and gave him a good brushing before they let him loose in the field with the other horses.

			“He’s such a great horse,” Cassidy said as she shoveled fried rice onto her plate. Maggie was glad she’d had the foresight to order Chinese food and have it delivered, timed perfectly with the end of their lesson for the day.

			“A great horse still needs a great rider. You’re picking up jumping like a pro. I’m very proud of you.”

			Cassidy beamed. “Thanks. And thanks for teaching me.”

			“Of course. I enjoyed it. Same time next Sunday or do you have another day you can come over this week?”

			Cassidy looked at her phone. “Um, I can come on Wednesday. I get done with work at six. Unless that’s too late for you?”

			“No, that works. I’m done with my lessons by four thirty on Wednesdays. Should we make this a regular thing? Sundays and Wednesdays?”

			“Yes. For sure.”

			“Did you tell Hannah—your mother, that you were coming here today?”

			“I did,” Cassidy said between bites. “But I didn’t tell her about the jumping. I think she was surprised that I didn’t ask her to come with me.”

			“I’m glad you feel comfortable enough to come on your own now.”

			Cassidy just smiled.

			Maggie was positive that the horses made it a whole lot easier for Cassidy to be there. She was glad that they had that in common. 

			Cassidy asked her questions about competition jumping and Maggie was happy to answer them.

			“Were you good when you competed?” Cassidy asked.

			“I’ve got some trophies. I was pretty good, if I do say so myself. And I do.”

			Cassidy laughed. “Yes, you do.”

			“What’s your mother up to today?” Maggie asked, hoping Cassidy didn’t think it was a strange question.

			“Dinner with Grandma and my aunts. It’s a family thing they do every Sunday.”

			Maggie admired the fact that Hannah was family oriented. Maggie was close to her sister, but they rarely got together with the rest of the family for any events. “She doesn’t mind that you aren’t there?”

			Cassidy shrugged.

			“Is that a yes or a no?”

			“She would probably rather have me there, but she’s okay with it.”

			At least Cassidy hadn’t lied about where she was going today. Keeping the jumping lessons a secret was one thing. Maggie didn’t want to hide the fact that Cassidy had been there as well. That would just be wrong and start them off on the wrong foot. That was the last thing Maggie wanted to do.

			





Chapter Eleven

			Before we start working with Milkshake today, I wanted to show you the draft of the letter my lawyer wrote. She wanted to get our okay before sending it to the clinic,” Maggie said. “By the way, I’m very excited for our first official date.”

			“Me too.” Hannah followed her into the house and into the living room. She’d only been as far as the kitchen before. There were no horse pictures on the wall, as Hannah imagined there would be, but there were several trophies of various sizes featuring a horse, and in some cases a rider, tucked away on the top shelf of a bookcase. The rest of the shelves were filled with books, of all things. Hannah took her for more of the outdoor rugged type than the sit down and read type.

			There were a few books on horses. Not surprising. But there were also several books that Hannah recognized from her own collections, spiritual and self-help type books. Now, that was a surprise.

			“Find any that interest you? You can borrow them if you want. I’ve got a bunch of lesbian romance on one of the lower shelves,” Maggie said.

			“Romance? You’re into romance?” Another surprise.

			“Why are you shocked? I am a true romantic at heart. I’ve always wanted to find someone that I could be with forever and throw one hell of a party on our fiftieth anniversary. Guess I’m running out of time for that. I would be close to a hundred by then, if not older.” Maggie paused and seemed to rethink what she said. “Sorry. That sounded—”

			“It sounded very romantic,” Hannah interrupted her. “I like that.”

			Maggie smiled, obviously relieved. “Moving on to unromantic things, I printed this out for you.” She retrieved a single sheet of paper from the coffee table and handed it to Hannah. “You can take it with you. It’s pretty straightforward.”

			Hannah sat on the couch and read the letter silently. She looked up at Maggie. “Sounds so formal. So legal.”

			Maggie sat next to her. “That’s what we want. Isn’t it?”

			“Yeah. For sure. I know it’s the way we need to do it. It’s just that the whole situation is anything but formal. It’s so personal. Don’t you feel that way?”

			Maggie laid her hand on top of Hannah’s and gave it a squeeze. The gesture went straight to Hannah’s heart. “Of course, it’s personal. Do you want my lawyer to change it? Put something in there about the way this has affected our lives?”

			Hannah thought about it for a minute. “It probably won’t make a difference. What do you think?”

			“In a crazy way, good things have come out of it too. Like getting to know Cassidy—and you.”

			Hannah flipped her hand over and interlaced her fingers with Maggie’s. “True. So, let’s go with the letter as is. We want answers. Right?”

			“Right. My lawyer thought it was a good idea to threaten to sue them. Thought it would be taken more seriously and get us more answers.”

			“Yeah. I saw that. Good idea, even if we don’t follow through with that part.”

			They sat together for several long minutes, Hannah enjoying the feeling of closeness with Maggie’s hand in hers. Hoping Maggie felt the same.

			“As much as I like this,” Maggie said. “We should get going. I’m going to teach you how to saddle Milkshake today.” She stood, pulling Hannah up with her.

			They made their way down to the barn still holding hands.

			“The pad goes first. It helps to make it more comfortable to have a saddle on,” Maggie said. She talked Hannah through each step of the way, helping her lift the saddle to put it on. She showed her how to tighten the cinch and check to make sure the saddle was snug.

			Once Milkshake was ready, Maggie handed the lead to Hannah. “Walk her out of the barn.”

			“I’ve never done that before. How do I do it?”

			“I know you haven’t. You lead by walking in front of the horse on the left side, the same side you mount. Sometimes you need to give a slight tug to let the horse know you want him to move forward. Milkshake will follow you. Stop when you get to the mount by the fence. I’ll be right behind you.”

			It sounded easy enough, but Hannah’s fear kept her in place.

			“Hannah?”

			“I’m not sure I can do this.” She turned and looked at Maggie.

			“Do you trust me?”

			Hannah nodded. She’d taken care of her so far. No reason to think she would ask her to do something dangerous now.

			“It’s as simple as holding the lead and walking. He isn’t going to resist you. I promise you are safe.”

			Hannah took a couple of steps. Milkshake stayed in the same place.

			“Keep walking. As soon as you take up the slack, he’ll go.”

			Hannah began to walk, and as promised, Milkshake walked with her. She stopped right where Maggie told her to.

			“See. You did great.”

			Hannah laughed. “Yeah. I know how to walk, but it isn’t usually this frightening.”

			“Why are you so afraid of horses?”

			“I have no idea.”

			“You seem fearless. You raised a daughter by yourself. That couldn’t have been easy. I doubt there’s anything you can’t do if you set your mind to it.”

			“I have to say there were times when Cassidy was growing up that I wasn’t sure I could do it, especially her early teenage years. I thought for sure she would be the death of me. But I’ll tell you that I would kill for that kid.”

			“Let’s hope it never comes to that,” Maggie said. She went around the front of the horse and took the lead from Hannah. “We’re going to start with the basics. Squat down like this.” Maggie demonstrated for a few seconds and then stood up.

			Hannah repeated the pose.

			“The object is to have a straight line. Ear, shoulder, hip, and heel.” She gently pushed Hannah’s shoulder back. “All in a straight line.” She placed a hand on Hannah’s hip.

			A surge of electricity when through Hannah at the contact. Oh my God. It’s my hip. If my body reacts like this from her touching my hip, I will probably implode if she touched me some place intimate.

			“Are you listening to me?”

			Hannah pulled herself out of her thoughts. “Of course, I am. What did you say?”

			Maggie shook her head. “This is important.”

			Hannah stood up. “I’m sorry. Lost in my head for a moment. I won’t let it happen again.”

			“You don’t want to lean forward in the saddle, or back. Everything you need to do to communicate with the horse will come from this position.”

			Hannah squatted again, paying attention, making sure her body parts lined up correctly.

			“Good. Like that. Go ahead and stand up. Let’s have you sit up on Milkshake, like we did last time.”

			“Are you going to walk him around again?”

			Maggie shook her head. “Nope. You are going to ride him.”

			“Alone?”

			“You got this. I think you’re ready.”

			“You think?”

			“I know. I think. I think I know.”

			“You are not helping here.”

			“I’m kidding. I wouldn’t ask you to do it if I didn’t think you could handle it. I’ll talk you through everything. You won’t be doing it alone. I promise.”

			Hannah paid close attention to everything Maggie told her. There was a lot more to it than Hannah had imagined. She worried that she would forget something important and not be able to turn or stop the horse.

			To her amazement, Milkshake started walking when he was supposed to.

			Maggie walked next to them giving Hannah instructions. “To move the horse forward, squeeze both legs slightly. When you turn, remember you’re using your left leg to move the horse to the right, and don’t just use your leg. Pull slightly back with the opposite rein, right turn, press your left calf against the horse and pull on the right rein.”

			Hannah followed Maggie’s directions and the horse turned right. “Oh wow. He did it.”

			“You did it,” Maggie reminded her.

			They made several slow circles around the corral. Milkshake stopped when Hannah pulled on the reins.

			“Was that so bad?” Maggie asked.

			“No. I hate to admit it, but it was actually fun. Not sure I ever want to go faster than that, though.”

			“Oh, you’ll go faster, and you will love it. Let’s have you dismount and walk him around the ring a couple of times. That helps to cool him down, not that he had too much of a workout today. But it’s good for you to get used to doing it. Then I’m going to have you help me take off his saddle and brush him.”

			They finished in the barn and walked back up the driveway. “I guess I’ll see you again in a couple of hours. Thanks so much for the lesson,” Hannah said.

			“I wish you would let me pick you up instead of you driving all the way back here.”

			“I know, but I don’t know if Cassidy will be home. It’s better this way.” Hannah wanted to see where it went with Maggie before telling Cassidy. If it didn’t work out, she wouldn’t have to tell her anything.

			“Right. Okay. I’ll see you soon.” She leaned in for a hug.

			Hannah gave her an extra squeeze before letting go.

			Cassidy wasn’t home when Hannah got there. She took a quick shower, blow-dried her hair, and shimmied into her little black dress. Okay, it was actually red, but her sister Sarah told her she looked good in it and that red was the new black. Whatever that meant. She was thankful for the wedding she’d bought the dress for two years ago.

			She didn’t always wear makeup but thought a first date—with Maggie—called for mascara, blush, and a little lipstick. First date. When was the last time she’d gone out on a date? It must
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